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“Oh, my childhood! I had feelings: passive as I lived, little as I spoke, 
cold as I looked, when I thought of past days, I could feel. About the 
present it was better to be stoical; about the future—such a future as 


mine—to be dead.” 
—Charlotte Bronté, Villette 


Friday 


The storm began on my way home. I was late, forty minutes behind my 
usual arrival time. Of course there would be train traffic on the day I’d 
decided to change my life. 

Travis was lying on the couch when I blew in with the rain, his 
commute apparently uninterrupted. One pale light on the ceiling gave 
our apartment all the warmth and livability of a basement dungeon. 
He was watching television and obviously hadn’t done anything about 
dinner. I decided not to ask why. Instead I just said “Hey.” 

“Oh, hi Cara,” he said, turning his neck halfway to half-look at me. 
“What's up?” 

I live in one of those northern New Jersey towns commutable to New 
York City. I’m not sure I want to say where, and it doesn’t really matter. 
It’s amazing what people can find out about you with simple information 
like name and town. And you already know my name. 

“It’s terrible out,” I said, slipping off my soaking shoes. Glancing at the 
time on my phone. It was past seven. “There was emergency track 
maintenance.” 

“Did the rain start?” Travis said. 

“Uh, yeah,” I said. “You really can’t hear anything in this apartment.” 

“What?” 

“I said yeah, the rain started.” 

“Damn. I wanted to go for a run.” 

I didn’t respond. I left my shoes and bag by the door and went to the 
kitchen. A gnat hovered over the unwashed dishes from breakfast in the 
sink. If I started cooking now I wouldn’t finish until after eight, and by 
the time I was done eating, it would be nearly nine. 

There was not enough time to do what I’d intended. There was not 
enough time to change my life. 

Familiar frustrations muffled that larger one: Why hadn’t Travis started 
dinner? Wasn’t he hungry? Why did he need me to remind him that he 
was hungry? And he only mentioned the running thing because I asked 
him a couple of weeks ago why he didn’t run anymore. He was a big 
runner in college, when we met. He used to care a lot about the shoes he 
bought and whether the surface of his route was concrete, asphalt, or 
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grass. He used to tell me about the runner’s high, that achievable ecstatic 
state. I thought he really enjoyed running. But since we graduated, he 
didn’t seem to miss it. 

“Babe?” Travis called from the living room. 

“Yeah?” 

“T already ate,” he said. “Just so you know.” 


My activities settled into their typical form. Dinner, dishes, a little 
television. It was dark before the sun went down. I half-heartedly 
reviewed the application procedures for the same few graduate 
programs I always looked at. My GRE scores had recently expired, and 
the thought of taking the test again sapped my remaining energy. At 9:30, 
I got in bed to scroll my phone and try to listen to the rain. 

Because of the way our apartment is situated, rain hits the taller 
building next to us before it can reach our windows. Even if it’s pouring, 
you can barely hear it in our room. I wouldn’t normally sit there doing 
nothing, but my disappointment was proving difficult to shake and I 
couldn’t relax. The stress relief tactics I knew (deep breathing, stretching, 
whatever) weren’t really helping. 

So why had I hoped to change my life that evening? The truth was I’d 
been uneasy for a while, and that uneasiness had recently shifted to full- 
blown dread. Let me explain. 

The source of my uneasiness was a series of dreams I’d been having, one 
every couple of nights for the last four weeks. Images of Becca and 
Lauren, plastered against familiar backdrops from my past, like actors in 
front of painted scenery in a play. At a certain point in the shapeless 
narrative, the environment shifted, and I was surrounded by some body 
of water. The other night it was a gray ocean. Stranded in the waves, far 
from any possibility that I might help, was the thrashing figure of Becca— 
depending on the night, it was either Lauren or Becca. Drowning. 

It wasn’t like I held any hard feelings toward Lauren or Becca, certainly 
no reason for my subconscious to want them dead. I hadn’t spoken to 
either one of them in years. Anyone else might have just chalked the 
dreams up to a number of probable causes and ignored them. But this had 
gone on for weeks. I didn’t understand why I was seeing these morbid 
scenes of people who weren't even my friends anymore. It felt like I was 
never going to sleep soundly again. 
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And last night it got worse. I dreamt about Simon, and he wasn’t 
drowning. He was dead. I’d stared down at his dead face, his head lying 
between my shoes. His eyes were open and anticipation was building. It 
felt like something important was about to happen. 

I woke up scared. My life doesn’t give me many reasons to be scared. 
That was the final straw. I had a vague feeling that the dreams were my 
fault; punishment for my water-treading, for having no plan for my life 
and still having the audacity to be unsatisfied. So I decided I was going to 
change something. What I really needed to get clear about were my 
aspirations. I always did well with a goal in mind. At 9:40, I roused myself 
enough to go into my notes app and make a list. I wasn’t helpless. 
GOALS, I typed. 

But the sounds of Travis’s video game from the living room were loud 
and distracting. We had enough fights about his gaming for me to know 
better than to bring it up. My list remained empty, it was like I couldn’t 
think. I blamed Travis even though on some level I knew it wasn’t his 
fault. Simon’s face kept materializing in my mind. I think his nose was 
bleeding. Finally I put my headphones in, blasted whatever was on my 
Recently Played, and typed into the search, successively: 


Dreaming about old friends 
Old friends dying in dreams 
Recurring dreams with people from past 


The results were mixed and unhelpful. I found pseudo-psychology 
websites about how “the past doesn’t exist” and trite explanations like 
“your old friends were an important part of a transitional time.” Had the 
life I’d lived with Lauren, Becca, and Simon been “transitional”? None of 
the sites quite landed on what I was feeling. They didn’t articulate the 
urgent, ominous quality of my dreams, or the pressure; the impulse I had 
to act. 

It was 10:10 when I found The Virtue Circle. The site was buried on the 
seventh page of search results. My first impression was that it was pretty 
old school, laid out like the sites I’d navigated as a kid. There was a big 
static header at the top of the page, and a sidebar of links in a rectangle on 
the left. The layout was crowded with more text than was acceptable 
nowadays. What kept me lingering were the recent blog posts, 
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incongruous with the rest of the design. Usually, when you stumble upon 
a site like that, it’s a relic that’s been abandoned for years. 


The About page said: 


How do you feel? Right now? 
Worried? Behind? Tired? 


| understand. | used to feel that way too. I’m Abigail Wallace, and 
welcome to The Virtue Circle. 


This space is for anyone who feels a stutter in their system, an 
interruption in their flow. For anyone who senses a gap inside, 
who sees the end of one track but no start of another. Our 
community draws support from grounding imagery to move us 
toward graceful and purposeful action, to correct our course and 
fill that gap. Our primary image is the virtuous circle—a feedback 
loop of goodness which, if we set it properly in motion, ascends 
our life system into a rewarding cycle of ultimate well-being. 


How can we set this circle in motion? Nothing exists in a vacuum. 
Everything is built from its smaller parts. We need to achieve the 
health of these parts before we can expect to change the whole. 
Here at The Virtue Circle, we conceptualize individual 
relationships as the gears, small circles that keep each other 
moving and create that whole. If one gear has stopped, the entire 
system stops too. 


You can feel it in your body when you have Open Circles needing 

closure. It feels like distress. It feels like hopelessness. This is an 

invitation to allow your true potential to shine. Don’t let your 

system stall out forever. Our supportive forum is here for you 

every step of your journey. Complete your Virtue Circle with us! 
My reading was interrupted by a text, briefly blocking the screen. 

Hey! Still good for lunch tomorrow? 2? 
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I’d completely forgotten about my lunch plans with Emily. I swiped the 
message away and responded. 


Yup see you then! 


This creeping in of my inevitable future schedule sucked the intrigue 
about The Virtue Circle right out of me. Outside the private vortex of 
internet research, the whole thing was stupid. I didn’t need anything. I 
had a good life, really. I was lucky. 


Saturday 


All traces of the storm were gone by morning. Travis slept in while I got 
ready to see Emily. The last time I saw her was just after New Year’s, about 
five months ago, and the conversation was a little strained that night. We 
hadn’t argued or anything. Sometimes she just exhausted me. She had a 
lot of energy and a loud voice. 

But I still got excited for our get-togethers. Emily’s energy could make 
her annoying, but it could also make things really fun. Under the right 
circumstances, our hangouts felt elevated, floating on laughter and good 
stories, we'd stay at the restaurant for hours and I'd forget to eat the food 
I ordered. That morning I felt a pressing desire to tell her about my 
dreams. Talking about it was bound to make me feel better. 

I arrived at SaladWorld first and waited in the car. Emily’s lateness was 
chronic, but I always seemed to forget that about her, leaving me to stew 
over why I'd rushed through my morning if she was just going to be late, 
and why she couldn’t have warned me with a text or something. 

Don’t mistake me—when she arrived twenty minutes later, tapping 
lightly on my passenger window with one acrylic fingernail, I was thrilled 
to see her. I felt some kind of relief, even though I knew it was premature 
since I hadn’t told her a thing yet. We hugged and chatted over small 
topics while standing in line to order. 

My relief didn’t last long. When we were settled in our puffed-up 
plasticky booth, I realized that Emily had an ulterior motive. She wanted 
to talk about Travis. 

“He’s fine, the same,” I said, as she regarded me skeptically between 
forkfuls of spinach and cranberries and lemon vinaigrette. I tried to show 

0 


— the virtue circle — 


my disinterest by gazing out across SaladWorld and watching one of the 
employees dump ice into the soda machine. The back of his shirt said 
“Our Wraps: Almost as Awesome As You Are!” 

Emily didn’t seem to notice this effort. She simply waited for me to 
elaborate, her large eyes fixed on me in expectation, as if we both knew 
without saying so that there was much more to discuss. Her 
presumptiveness annoyed me, and I was annoyed to have become 
annoyed so quickly. Usually I had an hour or two before she started to get 
on my nerves. 

And I truly had nothing to say about Travis, no matter what 
assumptions she was making. Emily was friends with us both in college 
and she already knew what our trajectory had been since graduating five 
years ago. Her own path had been similar: she was one of a handful of 
people we used to know who chose New York over Philadelphia when it 
came time to go somewhere. Was this geographic twist of fate the only 
reason I still talked to her? 

No, the real reason was that Emily had coincidentally known Travis 
before I met him. This connection to both of us was why she had become 
such a staple fixture in my life. Actually, it used to bug me in the early 
days of Travis and I, when it felt like she might have knowledge or context 
about Travis’s life that I didn’t have. It’s baffling to me now that I ever 
worried about that. 

“Does he like his job?” Emily said, sucking her sweet green tea infusion 
through a paper straw. 

“No. But he never did.” 

“Is he looking for something else?” 

I shrugged. “He keeps an eye on what's available.” 

“Are you still thinking about grad school?” 

“Not as much lately.” 

Emily nodded, but there was no sense of a conclusion. The pause was 
more like a protracted inhale, anticipation for the next question, coming 
whether I liked it or not. 

“Actually, I did want to tell you about something,” I said. I interrupted her 
progress, broke the build-up. “I’ve been having these... weird dreams lately.” 

“Oh, I love analyzing dreams,” Emily said. “I have a dream dictionary. 
We could look up the symbols.” 

“Maybe. I’ve been dreaming about my high school friends, like, almost 
every night. For a few weeks now. I guess I’m embarrassed.” 
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“About what?” 

“I don’t know.” I couldn’t quite say that I was dreaming about their 
deaths. “I guess I’m worried about what it might mean.” 

“T don’t think you should worry,” Emily said. Her innocuous tone was 
familiar. She was always telling me not to worry so much—unless it was 
about Travis. “I dream about my high school boyfriend like twice a year. 
It’s no big deal. You might have just seen something that reminded you of 
them.” 

“But every night?” I said. 

“You're probably having more dreams because you're stressing about it. 
Like a vicious loop.” 

“You mean a vicious circle?” I said. 

“Yeah, that,” Emily said, sucking stupidly on her straw again. I was 
filled with an immediate disdain for her. It was way too early in our lunch 
for me to feel like this. 

“Well, that makes me feel better,” I lied. 

“Good,” said Emily. 

There was a silence. I scrambled to think of something to fill it. If I 
didn’t, she would. But I was too late. 

“Can I say something, Cara?” Emily said. She pushed her now-empty 
green tea away from her seriously. “As your friend?” 

“Sure,” I said. 

“You just seem a little sad.” 

Once she got started there was no stopping her. The conversation 
deteriorated into things she wanted to say about Travis. I’d heard it all 
before. She thought Travis was unmotivated, inattentive, fundamentally 
incompatible with me. My impulse vanished; it felt ridiculous that I’d 
ever considered sharing my dreams with her. 

When it was over (promising I'd talk to Travis, promising I’d keep in 
touch more), I got back in the car, and my eyes abruptly misted over with 
tears. They were short-lived and drained away as suddenly as they’d 
come. I was staring, clear-eyed, at the SaladWorld parking lot—thinking 
about how far away I was from Emily. From her sunglasses to her 
fingernails to her conversation, I was so far away, so much distance had 
always existed between us. It had never felt that way with Lauren or 
Becca or even Simon. I thought about circles, vicious and virtuous, and 
hardly remembered the drive home. 
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The sound of virtual bullets ricocheted around our blank living room walls. 

“One sec, we’re almost done,” Travis said from the couch. Seeing him 
sprawled there with his headset, three beer cans on the coffee table, 
sparked a rage in my stomach. Emily’s complaints were fresh in my mind, 
there were plenty of resentments to latch on to if I wanted to be angry. But 
the one I thought of first didn’t come from Emily. It was a private one: 
how it didn’t seem to bother Travis that we hardly ever had sex anymore. 
We were only twenty-six, how could we have already landed at this 
impasse? I had begun to feel dowdy and unattractive, which seemed 
unfair, a problem that I shouldn’t have yet. I was disgusted by him and 
disgusted by me and I hated that feeling. 

But I knew, on some level, that it wasn’t his fault. Travis’s games had 
nothing to do with sex—it was just a hobby, just a way of spending time. 
That’s what he always said, at least. And he never mentioned my 
Instagram blackholes or any of the other pointless ways I let hours go by. 
He didn’t judge me. That was one of the reasons we’d been together for 
seven years. He made me laugh. We were able to live in a decent 
apartment in a nice town because of our two incomes. In college, we’d 
agreed on many things, left the parties together when we were tired, spent 
evenings discussing the obvious problems in the relationships of our 
friends. I was so grateful for his rational prescriptions back then. 

So I forced myself to stand there and wait for the game to end. I didn’t 
even take my shoes off. Eventually Travis pulled the headset to rest 
around his neck, swiveled and hung his elbow over the top of the couch. 
He smiled at me. 

“How’s Emily?” he said. 

“She’s good,” I said. But Travis was my boyfriend. I could tell him a 
little more. “You know how she is. She kind of talked over me.” 

Travis rolled his eyes. “Typical,” he said. 

This was something like exactly what I’d hoped he’d say. His 
dismissal of Emily made me feel like maybe we did understand each 
other. I could actually feel my mood lifting, feet to throat. I was 
practically giddy with it. 

We spent the evening eating Chinese food and watching a movie. I 
listened to Travis explain all his theories and accumulated trivia. It really 
made me happy to hear him saying these certainties and speculations that 
had no impact on my life at all. When I went to bed I reflected on my 
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happiness. It wasn’t like being happy was hard, as long as I worked at it. 
As long as I tried. 

But that night I had another dream. Lauren and Becca on either side of 
me as we kicked our legs in a pool. Then Lauren slipped and drowned in 
that water, pungently chlorinated and green. 

And on Monday morning, I saw Simon outside Penn Station. 


Monday 


I saw Simon as I was crossing 33rd Street after leaving Penn Station. Or, I 
thought I did. My stomach plunged and I froze in the middle of the 
crosswalk while people pushed past me. It only took an extra second for 
me to realize it wasn’t him and hurry to the corner. I stood next to a trash 
can, out of the way of foot traffic, to watch as the man went by. There was 
an uncanny familiarity to his movements, almost the way I remembered 
him—but it wasn’t him, of course. Strangely, I had a feeling of loss, even 
though it had never been him. The man turned down 32nd Street and out 
of sight. I slipped back into the flow of commuting bodies, vaguely headed 
toward the office, wondering if this incident justified spending six dollars 
ona gigantic drink at Starbucks to delay my arrival. I wanted to think more 
about this before my daily obligations took precedence over everything 
else in my mind. 

With some years of distance, I can admit that I had a sort of teenaged 
preoccupation with Simon when I was in school. It’s embarrassing to 
remember, but I’m thankful Simon managed it as tactfully as he did. It 
must have been so obvious. I basically told him everything. 

To understand why I told Simon everything, you have to understand a 
little about Lauren and Becca. But first, you have to know about Graceler 
Academy. 

Graceler Academy was a charter high school in suburban Pennsylvania, 
where I grew up. It offered “rigorous” and “elevated” learning 
experiences for its worthy students at no tuition cost. You had to take a 
test and pass an interview to be admitted, then maintain a certain GPA to 
be invited back for the next year. I discovered Graceler when a small 
delegation of representatives (a guidance counselor, a couple of cheerful 
current students) came to do a presentation about Graceler’s 
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opportunities to all the eighth graders at my middle school. I was a 
solitary preteen, having no siblings or close friends, but I excelled in 
school. I remember watching the pretty Graceler girls talk about life at 
their demanding, important high school and thinking, This is what I want. 

I begged my parents to let me apply. Graceler was forty minutes away 
from our house and required a long application that my parents needed 
to sign in several places. If I was accepted, there would be more 
paperwork to do in order to attend a school outside my district. My 
parents initially brushed me off, expecting I’d lose interest. Maybe it’s a 
surprise to find my parents unsupportive of my ambition, but you have 
to know that they were not much interested in anything inconvenient for 
them, and didn’t see why I couldn’t just attend the local high school like 
everyone else. My parents often seemed bewildered by my capacity for 
wanting things, and my father could be downright hostile toward it. By 
eighth grade, I was used to exerting some of my will. For Graceler, I 
compounded those efforts. I used to wear blue and silver clothes— 
Graceler colors. I bought construction paper, ripped out all the blue and 
gray sheets, and hung them with Scotch tape in a checkerboard pattern on 
my bedroom wall. I printed out images of wolves from the internet, to 
represent the mascot, the Graceler Graywolves. Eventually I became so 
annoying that my parents had no choice but to cave. I filled out and 
mailed all the paperwork myself, the only thing my parents did was drive 
me there twice: once for the interview, and once for an open house. 

When I was accepted, my dad said, “Just make it worth the hassle.” 
Until I had a driver’s license, he would have to get up early to take me to 
school. Not even my dad’s petulant passive-aggressions could get me 
down that day. I cried from sheer joy in my room. Going to Graceler 
meant I was guaranteed an experience, surely something better than I’d 
had so far. And I would make it worth it. I promised myself that. 

I also took down my construction paper wall and all the wolf shit. Now 
that it was real, my actions to prove how badly I’d wanted it seemed 
ridiculous. 

My classmates at Graceler had similar hopes for academic 
achievement, but unlike me, it was a family affair. I knew a girl whose 
mother quit working to accommodate all of her Graceler obligations. 
And she was only ranked 13 in our class. By some paradox, the higher in 
the ranks one climbed, the more effortless success seemed for them. An 
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appearance of effortlessness was a benefit. So, you see why I—at rank 
3—could not possibly tell my peers, especially not Becca and Lauren, 
how hard it was. So I told Simon. 

When I explained it to him back then, he said that he knew the 
competition was fierce, but the intensity of our commitment came as a 
surprise. He couldn’t believe that teenagers would buy in without 
questioning the rules. In the past, he said, kids would have resisted them. 
I didn’t know how to respond. I felt inferior for being one of the students 
he’d lumped into the category of “buying in.” All I could say was, It just 
matters so much. 

“Ma’am?” 

The barista’s stare brought me back to the present. 

“Sorry, what?” I said. 

“What size?” 

“Venti,” I said. 

I got my vanilla iced latte. I even had rewards points, so my Starbucks 
diversion was totally guilt-free. Two blocks, through the front door, into 
the elevator, up to the eighth floor, and I was in my seat. Our office had 
recently been renovated to an open plan, so my desk was now a small 
segment of a long table, where I sat with seven other people. 

I’ma video editor at a production company. I'll call it ProdJob. It sounds 
more glamorous than it actually is. Occasionally the company had a 
moderately high-profile client, but usually we were just hired by other 
random companies you've never heard of to make commercials, content 
for their websites, or training videos. That day I was editing scenarios for 
several modules of a workplace sexual harassment prevention course. I 
was pretty much always “at work.” My boss Jesse texted me on weekends 
and off hours; endlessly stressed and unsatisfied with what the editors 
had produced, even though at the end of the day all we did was pump 
more pointless video content into the glut. Getting an interesting 
assignment almost wasn’t worth the hassle of Jesse’s frantic judgment. I 
wanted a new job, but you know how it is. The fact that I had full-time 
work in video production was actually kind of a miracle. And lately my 
days had been slightly more tolerable. The one place where my dreams 
didn’t upset me was at work, since they provided some train of thought 
to inhabit, some other way to occupy myself. 
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I spent the day editing the villainous middle-aged man’s unrealistic 
come-on to an ambiguously aged woman character, thinking about how 
most people in my office didn’t exchange enough words to each other to 
ever offend anyone. And thinking about Simon. How the man I'd seen at 
Penn really didn’t look much like him. Not really anything like him, not 
at all. 


* 


I left work at 4:47. Any pleasant distraction in my circular thoughts turned 
sour. I was still trapped in that “vicious loop,” as Emily put it. I saw my 
life from the outside: a cycle of hoping I’d feel better, but every day 
finding something new to flip the switch again, ending with a discomfort 
I could push away but never alleviate. Was I really so unhappy? Was I 
depressed in some clinical way? I got on the usual 5:12 train and watched 
the north Jersey landscape go by through the window—algae-covered 
water and discarded tires and other industrial waste. It was hard to 
believe that at one point I’d wanted to be a movie director, that I once had 
enough energy to imagine myself doing something like that. Of course 
reflecting on things I used to want just made me feel worse. I have an 
amazing capacity for self-pity. 

Travis was working late in preparation for a work trip, so I was alone 
when I got home. Lauren’s voice came to me as I sat on the couch, inhaling 
a bowl of Cheerios and almond milk. I was starving. 

“I didn’t say he wasn’t smart.” Lauren’s innocent deflections, used 
whenever she was faced with dissent. I remembered exactly when she 
said this. The three of us in Becca’s car, talking about Simon. 

Simon taught AP World History my junior year, replacing the long- 
standing and ancient Mr. Hall. Other than letting us call him Simon, he 
hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary, and certainly didn’t deserve 
Lauren’s open contempt. She said she was disappointed that Mr. Hall had 
retired before we could share in the tradition of being his students. Her 
senior friends lamented what a loss it was for us. Her senior friends were 
not friends with me or Becca. 

“And Simon? What the fuck? Like, no one thinks you're cool. Just be 
normal,” she said. 

This was probably another reason why I took an interest in Simon. I was 
increasingly suspicious of Lauren’s opinions, but her hatred of Simon was 
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the first one that seemed concretely unjustified. History was also my 
favorite subject, and this felt like a purposeful attempt to delegitimize it. 

“He seems smart, though,” Becca said. Her hair, cut short and often 
worn in two pigtails low on her head, would become an icon of that year 
for me. 

“He's definitely smart,” I said, grateful that Becca had spoken first. 

“I didn’t say he wasn’t smart,” Lauren said. “But like, I called him Mr. 
Barnes the other day, and he corrected me. Seriously, he corrected me.” 

Becca sipped her neon orange slushie and nodded. We were parked 
outside Slush N’ Go, our usual afternoon stop before clubs started at 3. 

My stomach twisted in the present. I very suddenly and forcefully 
longed to be there, in that parking lot, in that car, with them. It physically 
hurt. Was I going insane? Going crazy felt better than being unhappy, 
honestly. At least I could do something about crazy. 


Obsessed with high school, I typed into my phone. I found a question-and- 
answer site with a years-long argument going on in the comments about 
whether or not reflecting about high school as an adult was pathetic. 
PsychologyNow offered a more objective take, about why teenage years 
were hard-wired to be important based on simple biology. Something 
about social hierarchy and the development of the prefrontal cortex. 

I typed in The Virtue Circle. I had to go back a few pages of search 
results before I found it again. The three-column layout, big bar header. 
The only difference was that the page was newly colored in sky blue. 
Accompanying the new color was a blog entry from two days ago. 


Summer Circles! 

Hello everyone! Summer is here, and a new season is the perfect 
time to think about your open circles. If you’re new or just want 
to reconnect with your fellow Circlers, join us in the thread: 


SUMMER CIRCLES 2018. 


With you in virtue, 
Abigail 


47 


— the virtue circle — 


The forum was divided into sections, and within each section was a list 
of threads. For Newcomers had a series of pinned threads, some thousands 
of pages long, bracketed off by title: [FAQ], [SUCCESS STORIES], [MEET 
AND GREET]. [SUMMER CIRCLES 2018] was at the top. The latest 
comment appeared only an hour ago according to the activity log in the 
rightmost column. When I scanned the thread, I could see that a long 
conversation had been going for about two hours before trailing off with 
the last comment, a single emoticon: :-D 

I clicked on [SUCCESS STORIES]. The first topic was a “how-to,” which 
instructed users to describe what brought them to The Virtue Circle, who 
their Opens were, and how they felt about their successful closures. I read 
a couple posts. 


BlueEyedGirl91 wrote, 
| could never describe it to other people. Especially not my 
family. They'd just be like, what are you bitching about lol. But | 
was just so BORED. | wanted to feel like | could DO something. 
That's how | found my way here. TVC made sense because that’s 
really how it felt. Like my life was a circle with a break in it. 


| traced my Opens back to my mom and a guy | knew in 
college. The Conversation with my mom went... not bad, even 
though it wasn’t amazing. (ty to Hannah [hannahbananat1 2] for 
your advice on the Gift <333) 


My Drift with college guy starts tomorrow, but | already feel like 
it's done. | feel so powerful, | guess. Like the Virtue Circle is 
shining in me! Lol sounds dumb but | guess I’m proud. 


Thank you sooo much everyone, | love you! :) 


Feelingsofyou wrote, 
How | got here... well my sister and | had a falling out when | was 
a teenager, and our relationship was very strained. I’m 30 now, 
and my husband and | just had a son. It’s been hard. My husband 
wasn't as engaged with our son as | hoped he would be. So | 
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started googling things. | think | just wanted someone to say yes, 
you're doing the right thing, something that could explain this. | 
didn’t think | would ever believe in something like a Virtue Circle, 
but it started to feel like my sister was my Open Circle, and if | 
could do this right, things would change. And | figured people 
believe all kinds of stuff, so who really cares? 


Anyway, | did the Three Pillars. She didn’t seem happy. | think the 
circle must be closed, which is why I’m posting here in the 
success stories... but | feel unsure. Did it feel like this for anyone 
else? 


Most of the responses were long messages of people saying how proud 
they were of Feelingsofyou. All empathy, validation, and understanding. 
What surprised me most was how young everyone seemed to be. Based 
on the self-identified ages, most of the users of The Virtue Circle were 
hardly much older than I was. As I scrolled to the end of Feelingsofyou’s 
thread, I saw that one of the last comments was from the username 
“Abigail.” 

The lock on the front door clicked and I flinched. I closed all the tabs and 
opened up my email to pretend I had been looking at that. 

“Hey,” said Travis. 

“Hi,” I said. “Good day?” 

“Fine. Want to go to Nick’s?” 

I bristled and tried not to let it show. I didn’t want to go to Nick’s, the 
pizza place we went to or ordered from at least once a week. But I also 
didn’t know why the idea of going there made me so angry. It wasn’t like 
Travis was forcing me to eat at Nick’s. 

“Tate a little already,” I said. 

“Oh,” Travis said. 

“But you should still go if you want.” 

“Want me to bring you back anything?” 

“No. Thanks though.” 

Travis took his bag to the bedroom, then went to the bathroom. I could 
hear him moving things. Toilet flushing, sink running. I wasn’t looking at 
my phone anymore, just scrolling, trying to track Travis’s steps, gauging 
where he was in his home-from-work routine. 
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“Back in a minute,” he said, when he emerged into the living room 
again. 

“See you,” I said. 

I waited for the sound of the lock turning and then went immediately 
back to my browser, hunted down The Virtue Circle, and clicked to the 
end of Feelingsofyou’s thread. 


You asked, "Did it feel like this for anyone else?" The answer is 
certainly yes! Sometimes we expect our complete circles to feel 
like an immediate relief, or something very tangible. But you may 
still be processing this important experience. You've done the 
hard work. Now you must remain patient and open to all possible 
rewards. Keep that energy of completion no matter what. You 
were very brave. Don't underestimate your achievement. 


Can you do something for us? One month from today, can you 
return to this thread and tell us how you're feeling? | think your 
perspective will help many of your fellow Circlers. 


With you in virtue, 
Abigail 


A month to the day, Feelingsof you wrote, 


Here | am again, as requested. :) So... | think Abigail was right. | 
didn't really feel anything when | first completed my Virtue Circle. 
| was disappointed obviously. But | kept reminding myself about 
my achievement, no matter what my sister thinks. There's 
something lighter about life now. | really feel like | earned this 
feeling. I'm a good example for anyone who's unsure. | can say it 
worked for me! 


When Travis got home, we watched TV while he ate pizza. I half-watched, 
half-scrolled my phone. Travis was talking about the work trip, but I 
couldn't focus on what he said. I couldn't focus on the show or my phone. 
I was thinking about The Virtue Circle. 
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What were these people actually doing when they “completed” Open 
circles? How did they know which circles were open to begin with? What 
lighter, better feeling had they discovered? Who was Abigail Wallace? 


Tuesday 


Becca and Lauren and me, sitting on the floor in Lauren's bedroom. Becca 
had her legs crossed, Lauren had hers out straight. Lauren kept tapping 
my toes with hers. I stared at her but she wouldn't look at me. 

My palms felt wet. When I looked down, the carpet in Lauren's room 
had turned liquid, and we were drifting apart from each other. I tried to 
call out, but Lauren ignored me, a careless look on her face, until she 
dropped under the water's surface. I felt the drop in my own stomach— 

Iawoke from the dream feeling worn out. Travis was already out of bed, 
preparing for the trip. I got up and puttered around the kitchen waiting 
for him to leave. These five days alone would be good for me. A little 
break from everything was all I needed to catch up to myself. 


Wednesday, Thursday 


And then two days went by. 

I can't explain how this happened, I can only say that this sort of thing 
was normal for me. Time could just disappear. I woke up, took the train, 
went to work, took the train, came home, ordered dinner out. The only 
new part of this cycle was The Virtue Circle. 

I spent some time on a thread called [INTRODUCTION - For 
Newcomers]. 


Is there a shimmer in you, a spark of potential, that can't be 
released? 


You're not alone. People everywhere are "stuck"—wondering 


how to get what they want from their lives or not knowing what 
they want to begin with. 
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We know how it feels. We've experienced the hopelessness, 
apathy, nostalgia. It's most likely common; an unfortunate 
element of our historical moment. The difference here at The 
Virtue Circle is that we've decided to do something about it. 
We've opened our eyes. We see that the answers to our future lie 
in the failures of our past. 


The Virtue Circle is a metaphor, but also a method. We imagine 
that our souls are made of circles: relationships with others open 
and close in a natural cycle as long as they are not interrupted. 
Some circles are small, they open and close quickly. Some are 
larger and more significant, and take more time to close. Some 
close and then open again. These circles together create our 
Virtue Circle, the essence of our experience—a seamless 
movement, unique to us, that is the source of our life energy. 


But the world is complicated now, perhaps more than it ever was 
before. We can all sense disharmony. We can sense that the 
world is weighed down with loose ends. Using our metaphor, we 
can describe it as more circles staying open; many, many cycles 
being interrupted. If a circle doesn't close when it is supposed to, 
then eventually there won't be any room for new ones. The 
system becomes clogged. The Virtue Circle stops. And we feel 
"stuck": the defining inner struggle of many souls right now. 


The key is to close our open circles. Closing old circles inspires a 
sense of purpose and brings relief. It's important not to be 
ashamed of these failures, but to also not be afraid to recognize 
them. Stand still, breathe deep, and look behind you. 


There are five guiding principles for closing a circle: 
1. Identify, with honesty and humility, your open circles. 
2. Honor the Three Pillars of Closure: the Rift, the Gift, and the 


Drift.* 
3. Meet your Opens in person. 
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4. Review the Methods of Conversation Guidelines. Your ideas 
may not match the ultimate Conversation, but preparation is 
crucial. 

5. Refrain from discussing The Virtue Circle with your Opens.** 


*Go here for a full breakdown of the Rift, the Gift, and the 
Drift. 

**People may not understand The Virtue Circle without 
the context of our community. We recommend using our 
forum as a resource, but not a Topic. 


Once I was finished with the Newcomers thread, I read other 
conversations on the forum for hours. On Wednesday night, my eyes 
developed a constant dull ache from the time I'd spent reading on my 
phone and laptop. Abigail Wallace didn't comment on every thread, but 
when she did, I made sure to read it. There was something different about 
her perspective. Something wiser. Occasionally I saw a post about 
someone failing to close a Circle, despite going through the Pillars as 
directed. Even then, the Circlers responded with empathy and gentle 
questions, referred the person to the list of guidelines pinned at the top of 
the forum. That page included a glossary of vocabulary: 


Here are some quick links/definitions of common Circle outcomes 
and ways to handle them: 


CIP: "Circle in progress." This is the status of an Open from the 
initial agreement, to a Conversation, through the completion of 
the Drift. 


OWO: "Open with open." When an Open becomes aggressive 
or otherwise retaliates against the Circler. It could indicate that 
the Open has an open circle as well; possibly with the Circler. 
Click here for stories and strategies on OWOs. 
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FC: "Forced closure." This is often the case when an Open 
refuses to meet with the Circler or otherwise disrupts the Three 
Pillars process. For resources on getting through an FC, go here. 


NC: "No closure." An Open who ghosts/ignores the Circler. A 
type of FC, but can be especially hurtful because there is no clear 
rejection. 


GTC: "Getting to close." Sometimes, Circlers misstep with their 
Opens and get too emotionally close to them, which can be 
detrimental to the closure. We're here to help if you're feeling 
vulnerable with your Open. 


Second Circle: When a new, healthy circle is created with a 
former Open. This is rare and shouldn't be expected by the 
Circler, as it fundamentally contradicts the Drift. Go here for 
Abigail's thoughts on Second Circles. 


CC: "Closed circle." Many CCers stay on the forum and advise 
others’ CIPs. 


As I clicked through stories, I noticed that the acronyms were commonly 
used as a shorthand. There were threads titled My FC reached out to me, 
what do I do now? NC Support Thread, CC Celebration Thread, I think I have a 
Second Circle... 


After a break to order pizza from Nick's, I clicked into The Three Pillars of 
Closure. 


The Rift: 

e The Rift Moment is the situation that led to the rupture in 
the relationship, the reason why the Circle is open. 

e Rift Moments may be a single event, or a series of events. 
It's okay if the Rift Moment seems unclear to you at the 
start. It's likely connected to a situation that would be 
uncomfortable to discuss with the Open—or even for 
you to discuss with yourself. 
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The Gift 

e Once the Rift Moment has been identified and the 
Circler has developed a rapport with the Open through 
a Conversation (or several Conversations) the Circler 
should always deliver a gift. 

e The Gift should be a tangible object, but should not be 
elaborate or expensive. The Gift should not be a 
reference to the past. If in doubt, stay simple. 

e¢ Aword of caution: Circlers may feel such warmth for their 
Opens that they develop an impulse to give many gifts 
or indulgent gifts. Watch yourself closely, and reach out 
to the forum if it becomes hard to resist this urge. It is 
important not to give inappropriate gifts. The Open may 
perceive the Circler as disingenuous or overinvested. 

e This desire is also a red flag for potential problems with 
the Drift. 

The Drift 

¢ The Drift is the final and most important pillar. Once the 
Rift has been addressed and the Gift given, the Circler 
must gracefully separate from the Open as quickly as 
possible. The Drift is necessary for complete closure so 
that the space occupied by the old circle can become 
available for new ones. 


The hideous sound of our buzzer surprised me and made me bite my 
cheek. I ate the pizza right out of the box and found myself thinking about 
the gifts I'd bought for Lauren. A purple planner that came with stickers 
and tabbed pages. A thermos to take smoothies on the go. I used to save 
part of the allowance I got for food to pay for them. 

I gave things to Simon, too. A can of Arnold Palmer from a vending 
machine. It had sat on his desk all day, unopened. I was so embarrassed 
about that. 

When I looked down at the pizza box, there were only two slices left. I 
felt guilty and gross from all the food and all the lost hours on The Virtue 
Circle. I decided to go to bed early. 

It rained that night. Or, that's what it said in my weather app. I couldn't 
hear it. An uncomfortable pressure weighed on me. I was no closer to 
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feeling different. In two days, Travis would be home, and life would be 
the same as it always was. I tried to sleep, straining to hear the rain on the 
roof, even though I knew it wouldn't reach me. 


Friday 


Everyone in the office had a meeting on their calendar called "All 
Departments Town Hall" at 10:30. My venti iced latte had not done 
much for my exhaustion. At 10:28 I shuffled to the huge conference room 
used for big meetings and found a seat in the back against the wall. 

I managed to edit two more modules of the anti-harassment training 
video that morning. It was strange; sometimes when I was disappointed 
with myself I found it much easier to do my job. Sometimes it seemed like 
I could just do it forever. I guess that made the topic of the All 
Departments Town Hall pretty ironic. 

The exec who I never usually saw in the office stood up stiffly to speak, 
carefully avoiding eye contact with anyone. He said that ProdJob, like 
many companies, had to adapt to changing market conditions in order 
to remain competitive. As such, the leadership—at the recommendation 
of an external consulting group—had created a cost savings goal for the 
year, which would necessitate adjustments to the daily life of ProdJob 
employees. 

“I won't mince words,” he said. "We are likely to experience some 
restructuring of our organization that will require everyone to evolve, and 
may also result in some roles becoming obsolete." 

After encouraging us that ProdJob had a bright future, and that more 
details would be available in the coming weeks, we were dismissed. I 
should have gone home sick. The rest of the day was spent trying to 
avoid Jesse's attempts at improving our morale, and ignoring the hushed 
gossip of my colleagues. I wasn't interested in any of it. I just wanted 
them to be quiet. 


Saturday 


At 4:22 AM, I woke up alert, with the words from Abigail's post on 
Feelingsofyou's thread in my mind. 
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You were very brave. 


Had I ever been brave? Even once? The weight of the question felt like 
confirmation of its answer. I was probably going to get laid off from a job 
I didn't care about with no prospects for anything new. The end of one 
track but no start of another. More words from The Virtue Circle. 

I got out of bed and stood there a moment, looking around my 
bedroom. Everything was black and white in the dark. That night, Travis 
would be home. We'd probably go to Nick's. Watch a movie. 

It might have been the delirium of the early morning, but I felt with new 
intensity that something needed to change before he returned. So it had to 
be that morning. 

Anyone on The Virtue Circle would agree that Becca, Lauren, and 
Simon were my open circles. My dreams had presented them to me for a 
reason. I could apply the metaphor to my situation with precision— 
almost like it had been made for me. 

Of course, I'd been reading The Virtue Circle with some skepticism. I 
didn't believe that following their method would magically solve all my 
problems. But whether or not I believed that seemed to be less and less 
important. What did it matter if it wasn't real, if the circumstances created 
a real change, right now? I just needed a little time. How could I 
accomplish this? 

Thad of course gone looking for information about Becca and Lauren on 
social media as soon as I'd started dreaming about them. Lauren was 
conspicuously absent from the platforms, but I'd learned that Becca still 
lived near the suburb of Philadelphia where Graceler was. I'll call it 
Someplace. I thought about the money I had accumulated, lying dormant 
in my savings account. It wasn't a lot, but it wasn't nothing. Travis was 
always ambivalent about going on trips outside of work and I never 
bought anything expensive. I could afford to go to Someplace for a few 
days. I could start there. 

At 4:40, I was writing an email to Jesse, telling him I needed to take 
some emergency personal days. This probably wouldn't look good with 
potential layoffs around the corner. But it was my rightful PTO. My heart 
began to beat faster. I bought a train ticket to Philadelphia on my phone. 
I left the email to Jesse in my drafts as I packed a duffel bag, as the first 
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hints of morning came in through the window. I didn't turn on a single 
light in the apartment. 

I reread the email two more times for typos. Nothing else to do but press 
send. After it was done, unretractable, I texted Travis. 


I have to go down to Someplace today. There's an emergency with a 
friend. Sorry can’t say much right now! Gotta go. I'll call later and 
explain. 


should be home soon tho. 


Would I be home soon? I had no idea. 

At 5:15, I closed the front door to my apartment. I saw no one on the 
street. No witnesses. There was the sense—all around me and within me, 
fizzing like carbonation—that I'd made an escape. 


On the train I plotted further logistics. I needed somewhere to stay. My 
parents had moved to South Carolina two years ago, after my father's 
chronic pain from a back injury made him unable to work. I couldn't stay 
with them or any of their friends who still lived near Someplace. I didn't 
want to tell them I was going there at all. 

Irarely saw my parents, especially since the move. We didn't really have 
a grudge between us. We had pleasant conversations on holidays and 
birthdays. I just didn't miss them and they didn't call. Better not to 
attempt explaining why I was in Someplace to anyone who didn't need to 
know. I booked a room at a hotel online, an affordable three-star chain. 
Travis texted me. 


Hope everything's okay... call when you can. 
For the first time in a long time, I was grateful for Travis's general 
nonchalance. He made it easy to put my phone away without responding 


and stare out the window. That moment alone made me feel like I'd made 
the right choice. 
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I rented a car when I arrived in Philadelphia, typed the hotel’s address 
into my phone’s GPS, and drove. The building was modest and sat near 
the highway. It was about twenty minutes from Someplace. I was weirdly 
nervous as I waited for the front desk clerk to check me in, as if he might 
realize I wasn't supposed to be there. Which was crazy, of course, because 
I was just a person, and I could check in to hotels whenever I wanted. He 
gave me the key without a hitch and I bolted to the sixth floor. 

The room was a little worse for wear, but I was immediately 
comfortable, especially after I hung the “Do Not Disturb” card on the 
handle and double-locked the door. There was a table with scuffed legs 
against the only window, a queen bed, an outdated flat-screen television, 
and a mini fridge-freezer combination. My journey caught up with me 
then. I dropped my luggage on the floor where I stood and crawled into 
the bed, unfamiliar with its white pillows and cold sheets, and fell asleep. 


Becca, chewing the nail of her left thumb. I watched her from a towel on 
the shore. She took a step toward the ocean. When she was waist deep she 
suddenly fell backward, as if something had grabbed her and pulled hard, 
and the splash flung water into my eyes. I strained to open them, but I 
wasn’t strong enough. I could only catch glimpses: giant waves were 
forming, climbing higher and higher, Becca's head floating at the center of 
a wave, just bobbing— 

It felt like I’d slept an entire night. Really, it was only six in the evening. 
I woke up just in time to call Travis, who would be waiting at the airport 
for his flight home. 

Our conversation was actually very nice, though I knew my lies 
countered any genuine niceness. But it didn’t feel like lying. I told him my 
friend had contacted me out of the blue because her mother was 
terminally ill. I had known the mother well, I said, and though years had 
separated us, I felt compelled to be there for my friend. 

“Becca,” I said, because it was her mother I’d envisioned. 

“T remember Becca,” Travis said. 

He'd never met her, but years ago when we were beginning our 
relationship, Becca was part of the history I’d shared with him. 

“How was the trip?” I said. 

“Fine. We might have to go back out again in a month or so, but it seems 
like we'll close.” 
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“That's good,” I said. I wondered if imagining Becca’s mother dying 
was bad of me. Travis and I said our goodbyes. It was about 6:30. I 
ordered room service for dinner and sat at the scuffed table, took up the 
pen and paper pad next to the ancient telephone on the nightstand. 

On The Virtue Circle’s list of guidelines, step one was simple: Identify 
your open circles. I wrote their names down on the paper pad. 


Lauren Sullivan 
Becca Dawson 
Simon Barnes 


Seeing their names on the hotel paper gave me a prickling of doubt. I'd 
used all my personal days. Would Lauren agree to see me, assuming | 
could even find her? She went to Columbia for undergrad and I had no 
idea where she was now. 

And Simon. The chance to explain myself to him was something I'd 
imagined before. But it was also humiliating. 

I couldn’t think in such a defeatist way. I’d come here for Becca. She 
would have to be first. Of any of them, Becca would be most willing to 
talk to me. 

The second step on the guidelines was to Honor the Three Pillars of 
Closure, the first of which was the Rift. The instructions for the Rift said: 
What went wrong? It's important to get this right. Why is this circle open? 

The difficult thing about Becca was that I couldn’t pinpoint a particular 
Rift Moment. Her timidity always annoyed me, I hated the way she bowed 
to all of Lauren's whims. Our disagreements were mostly about Lauren. 

But I actually knew a lot about Becca. She confided in me. Maybe that 
was where the rifts began. 


Junior year. Becca’s pigtails. The injustice of Simon as our AP World 
teacher slipped from the forefront of Lauren's mind as the year got 
underway. She was president of the student council, and the club was 
always busy planning activities and community service events (not to 
mention all the time we spent talking about club T-shirts and arguing over 
raffle prizes). Lauren was the first junior to ever be made president. The 
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senior forfeited the position—for reasons unknown—at the end of the 
summer. As vice president, Lauren was next in line to take the job. I was 
utterly offended about this turn of events. The plan had always been that 
Lauren would be president and I would be vice president in our senior 
year. Now I was still a lowly committee chair, and Lauren had ascended 
before her rightful moment. She promised me that things would still be 
fine for our senior year plans. (At first, I believed her.) 

In the fall, the student council held a fair in Graceler's athletic field to 
benefit an organization doing pediatric cancer research. My role as 
fundraising chair meant that I spent a lot of time in the student council 
office calling local businesses and asking them to donate or have a booth 
at the fair. Most of the sponsors had said yes in years past and would say 
yes again. The fair was really an opportunity for other clubs on campus to 
try and outdo each other with the best booth and most money raised. We 
always talked shit about them, basking in our superiority—student 
council hosted the fair, so we were naturally exempt from these lesser 
power struggles. 

But that year, something turned everyone's attention away from the fair. 

People started calling them the Last Man Letters. They were a series of 
threatening messages, circulating around email and the social media we 
used at that time. Always from anonymous accounts, and using a 
detached, descriptive tone, they targeted a seemingly random slew of 
Graceler students. They were also kind of gross. One detailed the 
process by which Jason Little's fingertips would be separated from his 
hands. Another described slicing the curve behind Kelly Ortiz's ears and 
folding them against her temples until they ripped off. All were signed 
“Last Man.” 

Lauren got one. She read it off MySpace to us. 

“To the prodigious Lauren C. Sullivan,” she began with a flourish and 
a smile. She mocked it. “Time to turn off the lights in your eyes once and 
for all. Using the right amount of pressure, it's not impossible to remove 
the eyes from a face without a knife. Then with just my fist, I'll crush each 
one and make you eat them out of my hand.” 

“That’s fucking creepy,” I said. 

“Whatever. The whole thing is stupid. Come and get me, Last Man.” 

The Graceler administration was in a complete panic over the letters. 
The school was on the news. Parents were calling daily demanding a more 
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aggressive response, but even after trying to get the police involved, there 
wasn't anything to be done besides hold a bunch of assemblies and claim 
there would be "zero tolerance" for this intimidation of the student body. 
No one had been hurt. Nothing had happened in real life. 

Lauren was mostly angry that the Last Man Letters were having a 
negative effect on the fair. A couple of businesses had vaguely dropped 
out, presumably because they were worried some insane kid might show 
up with a machine gun. 

“It's obviously a stupid joke,” she said. “People are too paranoid.” 

Pretty much no one else felt that way. We'd heard enough stories about 
school shootings by then. The fear that one of our classmates might be on 
the verge of murdering us created an ominous energy that settled 
palpably over our school days. I was a little surprised at Lauren's blatant 
lack of empathy, usually she’d at least pretend to care, and not be so 
transparently self-interested. 

Becca, as always, didn't have an opinion about any of it. She agreed 
blandly that Lauren's letter was creepy, but otherwise went about her job 
as usual. She was the treasurer of the student council, and managed all of 
the donation money. She was just typical Becca—until the day she wasn’t. 

On that afternoon, I was in the student council room doing practice 
problems in an SAT prep book. I was procrastinating on my fundraiser 
duties (to call the businesses that had said no and offer a discount). But 
my first attempt at the SAT was in a week, and I was pissed off that 
Lauren had insisted that I waste my time calling people who had already 
declined, especially with the test coming up so soon. Plus, Lauren wasn’t 
even there, which didn't seem fair at all. 1 was trying to stop being mad 
and refocus on the practice questions when I heard the door to the student 
council room swing open violently, so hard that the doorknob crashed 
against the wall. My first instinct was to grab the phone and pretend I'd 
been calling people, so the receiver hung from my hand, dial tone 
humming, as I stared at Becca in the threshold. 

She stared back at me but didn't explain herself. 

“Did you just kick the door?” I said. 

“Sorry,” Becca said. “I didn't know anyone was here.” 

The dial tone beeped louder at me, and I hung up. “You don’t have cross 
country today?” I said. 

“What?” Becca said. 
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“I thought you had practice.” 

“I do,” she said. She was wearing jeans and a green zip-up hoodie. “I’m 
going there now. See you later. Sorry again.” 

Jeans and a hoodie didn't seem appropriate for running practice. 
Maybe she’d left her other clothes in her locker? But I thought I’d seen 
glistening in her eyes, as if she was about to cry. I couldn’t make any 
sense of it in the moment, but I’d never seen Becca look like that before. 

When Lauren finally showed up, she asked me if I’d called her father for 
a donation. Her father was well-known, involved in most local events and 
a professor at a small college. He always gave to the fair. Apparently, he 
was also willing to supplement some of the funds lost from the Last Man 
Letters. 

“Not yet,” I said. “Have you seen Becca?” 

“During school, yeah. She has practice. Why?” 

“Just wondering.” 

Lauren looked at me quizzically, but I made my face neutral. 

“My dad's expecting the call, so just go ahead whenever,” she said. 

“T will.” 

I started skipping James Sullivan’s name on my list. I just wanted to 
annoy her. But this petty insubordination was how I became Becca’s 
confidant. 

About a week and a half later, Becca and I were at Slush N’ Go, alone. 
I remember this because I orchestrated the situation. Lauren had to 
attend a meeting with all the club presidents, and I asked Becca if she'd 
mind taking me to Slush N’ Go so I could get a larger-than-usual grape 
slushie as a reward for finishing the SAT. Really, I was hoping to find 
out more about Becca's outburst in the student council room. Using the 
James Sullivan thing quickly occurred to me. 

“I haven't called Lauren’s dad yet for a donation,” I said. We were 
parked in our usual spot, but Becca hadn’t ordered anything. 

Becca seemed a little amused. “Why?” she said. 

“I don't know,” I said innocently. “It’s not like he won’t donate. When I 
do ask, he will. She keeps bringing it up.” I paused. “Sometimes I don’t 
make calls at all. Sometimes I don’t do anything. I just sit there. Or study 
for something else.” 

Becca averted her eyes, as if she didn’t want to be associated with my 
laziness by acknowledging it. I took my chance. 


— the virtue circle — 


“That’s why I noticed you the other day. I mean, besides the fact that 
you kicked the door open.” 

Becca didn't look at me. 

“Why did you do that?” I said. 

She bit her bottom lip, then started to say something, and hesitated. She 
tapped the steering wheel with her finger. “I was... having a weird day,” 
she said. 

“Is something wrong?” I said. 

“T just...” 

Finally, she turned to me, with a heavy, wet look in her eyes that 
surprised me. “I just don’t want Lauren to know, okay?” 

I remember feeling a little ashamed of my excitement, the flash of 
power. “Of course,” I said. “I won't say anything, I swear.” 

“Okay. Um...” 

“You also don’t have to tell me if you don’t want,” I said, which was the 
exact opposite of how I felt. 

“No, I want to.” 

I was practically holding my breath. Becca sighed. Her eyes were wet again. 

“I think I'm in love with Harris White.” 

I watched her for a few seconds, waiting to see if she was serious. I 
thought about how her pigtails didn’t really suit her, they made her round 
face look even more childish. Then her lip trembled, and I knew that she 
wasn’t going to take it back. 

Harris White was rank 1 in our class, and naturally an object of total 
disdain for Lauren, who had trailed behind him in rank 2 for years. Others 
regarded Harris with a mix of fascination and unease. Being top of our 
class made people curious about him, but he didn't really act accordingly. 
He'd been kicked out of marching band our sophomore year for punching 
Jason Little in the face, an incident that followed him even though people 
knew disciplinary consequences had ultimately been dropped. He didn't 
participate in any other clubs in a serious way. All he did at school— 
besides study—was occasionally distribute copies of an anonymous 
satirical newspaper called The Gray Slur. 

Even though he was unassuming-looking in his wire frame glasses, 
neatly styled hair, and predictable clothing (always jeans that were 
slightly too big for him and a white or black T-shirt), people thought his 
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appearance hid something darker. He had a faraway look in his eyes that 
seemed appropriate for lonely, dangerous boys. 

And plus, Lauren despised him. 

I tried to hide the edge of my shock from Becca. 

“Does he know?” I said. 

Becca shook her head. 

“Not to be rude, but... you know he’s the Last Man, right?” I said. 

Harris also made people anxious because he was generally believed to 
be the author of the Last Man Letters. Of the eleven Graceler students who 
had received threatening messages in the first three weeks of our junior 
year, eight of them were members of marching band. One was Jason Little 
(with the decapitated fingers; and the victim of Harris’s assault). The Gray 
Slur gave Harris precedent for writing anonymously. He was also known 
to have scratched Nietzsche quotes into lockers, and apparently “last 
man” was a reference to one of Nietzsche’s books. 

Becca just smiled wistfully and said, “Well, if he is, then we know it’s a 
joke, right? He’s always joking.” 

“Yeah, you're probably right,” I said, not wanting to undermine her. 
“And I get why you wouldn’t want Lauren to know. So don’t worry. I 
won't say anything.” 

“Thank you, Cara, for real,” Becca said. “It’s been... really hard.” 

I let her vent for a while, giving her all my attention and validating 
every feeling, even though I thought it was crazy that she could feel this 
way for Harris of all people. When the conversation began to wane, Becca 
seemed to tighten up again and become more stoic. She sort of hastily 
started up the car and drove us back to Graceler. I was disappointed. I'd 
been hoping to peel back more of these unexpected layers in Becca and see 
what other surprises (feelings, worries, grudges against Lauren) might be 
found there. 

After that, things were different when the three of us were together. I 
sometimes shot Becca a knowing glance, which she always saw, but never 
reciprocated. 


Looking back, I could see how unfair I was to Becca. She’d confided in me, 
and I put her in an impossible position—stuck between Lauren and I. 
Even though I knew about her feelings for Harris, I was not exactly 
sympathetic. Especially later, when Harris became more entwined with 
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the three of us than I ever wanted him to be. My circle with Becca was 
open because I had never acknowledged my part in the whole thing. 
Becca wasn’t blameless, of course. But I had pushed her too hard. If I just 
apologized for myself, maybe that would close the circle. 

Next to Becca’s name on the paper pad I wrote “no apology?” And 
then it was time. I had to invite her to meet in person. All of this was 
pointless if I couldn’t achieve the first meeting with Becca. 

I opened a text message and put in her name, which was still in my 
contacts as “BeCcA<3.” What would I do if her number had changed? 


Hi Becca, I don’t know if this is still your number, but it’s Cara Powers. 
I know it’s been a while, but I’m in the area (near Philly) for a few days 
and wondered if you wanted to meet up for coffee? Hope you're doing 
well! 


I decided not to allude to any of the baggage between us in this first text. 
Once the meeting was scheduled, I could go to the next step: use the 
Conversation guidelines to talk about Lauren and Harris, and ultimately 
to apologize for what I’d done, and all of those little Rift moments. As I 
imagined this hypothetical conversation, the memory of our last 
conversation flooded back to me. I remembered Becca standing outside 
the entrance to my parents’ house, bathed in the orange glow of the front 
door light. I was moving for college in a few days. We hadn’t spoken all 
summer. 

“Just be happy, okay?” she said. “That's all I want for you.” 

I remember being furious at her. But I didn’t instigate a fight. I was 
trying to stay quiet. It was late, and my parents wouldn’t have wanted me 
to have guests. 

“Whatever, Becca,” I said. She looked hurt and exasperated, searching 
my face for something that I refused to give. Then she left. 


I checked my messages constantly for a few minutes before finally 
pushing the phone across the nightstand, out of reach. I laid on the bed 
and listened to the sounds of the hotel around me. Muffled voices, 
opening and closing doors. I tried to watch TV, but couldn’t focus. I 
wouldn’t be able to relax until I’d taken all the necessary steps. So I 
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grabbed my phone again and read through the Methods for Conversation 
Guidelines. I left the TV on in the background to fill the silence. 


Methods for Conversation: 
1. Have a list prepared of possible Topics. 
2. Choose a public location. This should be a neutral place, but 
familiar to both Circler and Open. 
3. Stay in control of the conversation, but don’t be overbearing 
or aggressive. 


What's a good Topic? 
¢ Good initial Topics are shared interests, things the Open 
likes, things the Circler has in common with the Open, or 
positive times from the past. 


¢ The goal is to approach a conversation about the Rift 
Moment without upsetting the Open. 


Positive Indicators (keep going): 

e Suggestive Agreement: comments like ‘That's definitely 
true,’ ‘You can say that again,’ ‘| know how that feels.’ You 
can identify Suggestive Agreement by its tone: genuine, 
but hinting at depth that hasn't yet been expressed. 

e¢ Smiling, emphatic nodding, and laughing can all 
be precursors to Suggestive Agreement. Once 
you've secured Suggestive Agreement, be sure to 
proceed carefully, and try to elicit Explicit 
Agreement from the Open. 

e Explicit Agreement: When the Open agrees, verbally, with 

the Circler’s assessment of a situation. 
¢ You should build Explicit Agreement about smaller 
topics first. You can proceed in a cycle of 
Suggestive and Explicit Agreement until both 
Open and Circler come to a final Explicit 
Agreement about the Rift Moment itself. 
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Negative Indicators (end conversation and start again): 

e Blank or negative facial expressions, fidgeting or other 
physical restlessness, lack of eye contact, excess physical 
distance between Open and Circler. 

e Suggestive Denial: comments like ‘Well, | don’t 
know,’ ‘Maybe,’ ‘I’m not sure,’ or ‘Whatever.’ The 
above physical characteristics can also be 
precursors to Suggestive Denial. 

e Explicit Denial: when the Open verbally disagrees 
with the Circler’s assessment of a situation. 

e The goal is to catch Suggestive Denial before it becomes 
Explicit Denial. Suggestive Denial can be more subtle than 
Suggestive Agreement, so try to stay aware. Once an 
Open has expressed Explicit Denial, it can be difficult to 
redirect the conversation. 


It was all starting to feel a little overwhelming. One of the hosts of the 
home improvement show on TV was shrieking with laughter. Had I 
always been this easily overwhelmed? I decided to read through some of 
the new posts on the SUMMER CIRCLES thread for inspiration. The latest 
post was from the username InLoveMaybe. 


| can't decide if | should try this Summer Circle. | feel like I’m 
going nowhere in my life, and | don’t know if it's because of an 
open circle with my ex, but I’m thinking about him, so maybe it 
is? | just feel so shitty about things and miss him a lot. We tried 
to make it work. | always thought that maybe if we hadn’t been 
hit with so much at once, it might not have gone so wrong. | think 
we're both better now. But | still can’t get out of my own way. I’ve 
been going through our breakup fight in my head. Is this an 
Open, or just a regret? 


The first comment was from the username JackieMae11. 
JackieMae11: Omg, InLoveMaybe, | love you! You helped me so 
much with my FC a few months ago. Of course you should try it!! 


You have nothing to lose. 
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My phone vibrated in my hands just as the woman on TV let out another 
shriek. 


Hey Cara. Wow long time no talk. Sure, let’s get together. I’m free 
tomorrow and the next day but then I’m busy. Let me know if that 
works. 


I lowered my phone to my lap and stared across the room. Could it really 
be this easy? I had an odd sense of shame. I’d let myself be miserable for 
so long, and apparently all I’d needed to do was send one text. The home 
improvement show seemed intolerably loud. I snatched the remote and 
turned it off. 

I reread Becca’s text. I refreshed the thread. 


InLoveMaybe: Lol, love you Jackie. :) You're always so 
supportive. 


It was generous of InLoveMaybe to respond so nicely to JackieMae11’s 
insubstantial post. Not everyone on the forum was worth listening to. 
Maybe that was what intensified the urge I had to participate, feeling like 
I could contribute at least as much—or more—as JackieMae11. I might 
also get interesting replies, or real help, maybe help from Abigail. She 
sometimes went out of her way to welcome new members. 

I couldn’t give any specific information about myself, obviously. There 
was always a chance of someone I knew finding the post if they stalked 
me online. So I wrote up a little story that got to the essence of my circles 
without identifying them. I settled on a benign username: katie_anne. 


katie_anne: Hi everyone :) I’m Katie. | wanted to introduce 
myself and my circle situation. My life is actually not terrible or 
anything. I’m a TV writer in LA and | know |’m really lucky as a 
person. That's why I’m so guilty for still feeling stuck. Lately things 
just haven't been right. | don’t feel complete | guess? And then | 
started having dreams about these 3 people from my past (like 
constantly lol). That led me here. 
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Do you think 3 is too many circles to close at once? Anyway it's 
nice to meet you all! 


Making the thread gave my situation a new substantiveness, a weight that 
wasn’t at all unpleasant. In fact, it helped to alleviate the weird feeling I 
had after hearing from Becca. I felt more settled, more grounded in the 
hotel room, more peaceful or something. I felt capable of writing back to 
Becca. 


Actually, tomorrow works for me! Looking forward to it! 


Monday 


Becca and I agreed to meet at a cafe she knew. I slept badly and couldn't 
relax in the morning, but it didn’t bother me. I was excited. My thread had 
received four replies, including one from JackieMae11. 


JackieMae11: Hi Katie! I’m Jackie. You've come to the right 
place :) Tell us everything!! Who are the 3 circles? That's 
ambitious but it’s good to dream big, lol! And of course no 
reason to be ashamed, we all have bad times even in good lives!! 


Nothing from Abigail yet. 
katie_anne: Hi Jackie :) All 3 are people | knew in high school. 
Actually, haha, | already have a meeting with one of them set up. 


It's today. 


JackieMae11: OMG!! That was so fast. Sometimes it takes 
people weeks to get to the Conversation. You're so lucky!! 


I felt like I had to downplay my good fortune a little, in order to remain 
relatable to the Circlers who might read the thread later. 
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katie_anne: Yeaaaah | mean this one is prolly going to be the 
easiest one of the three, so it's good to get started haha. | think | 
just have to find a way to apologize. 


JackieMae11: For what? :o 


katie_anne: Not like one particular thing... | think this is one of 
those circles without a specific Rift Moment. Just a lot of small 
things. 


Jackie Mae11: | see i see. Tell us how it goes!! With you in virtue 
<3 


My excitement forced me to leave too early, and so I arrived too early at 
the cafe. I went in and sat at a table away from the window but with a 
view of the door, so that I would see her when she came in (hopefully 
before that; hopefully I would see her in the parking lot, recognize her, 
and be able to prepare myself before she saw me). This was my first test 
of The Virtue Circle’s methods. I didn’t know how I should expect to feel. 
I hoped to feel something, but I wasn’t sure what. 

My seat proved advantageous. I saw Becca approaching the entrance 
through the window. I should have known that recognizing her would 
not be a question. Her hair—so dark brown it was nearly black—was long 
now, and she wore it up high in a ponytail. T-shirt, jean shorts, and flip- 
flops, her keys attached to a Temple alumni lanyard wrapped around her 
hand. She looked utterly, unequivocally, the same as she always had. I 
began to gesture to her, but she saw me less than a second later. 

Some emotion flitted across her face, but was gone in an instant. 

What could that mean? Could I assign a designation to it already? 
Suggestive Something, per the guidelines? 

She came to the table smiling. I studied her face for clues, searching for 
more implications of Suggestive Agreement or Suggestive Denial. Was 
she happy to see me? Or not? It felt like the slightest movement in her face 
could be important. 

“Hey,” Becca said. She didn’t make any move to hug me, so I stayed 
seated. We were both silent for a moment. I felt a sort of shock. Her 
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presence was so familiar to me but so long absent that to experience it 
again felt a little uncanny. 

“It’s been forever. Did you order anything?” she said. 

“Not yet,” I said. 

“T’ll buy. What do you want?” 

“Oh, are you sure...?” 

She nodded. 

“Whatever you’ re having is fine,” I said. 

I watched her in line, watched her talking with the barista. She did not 
look toward me at any point. 

She brought back two matcha lattes in mugs, the white froth in those 
trendy leaf-like patterns I saw everywhere in cafes now. She seemed to 
have collected herself, the air between us settled when she returned. She 
sat in the chair across from me, crossed her legs, and took a sip of her 
drink before speaking. 

“So, what’s up? What brings you to town?” Becca said. 

“I’m just visiting,” I said. “I love matcha lattes,” I added, even though I 
usually found matcha bitter and unpleasant. The MFC guidelines suggested 
developing small opportunities to agree on things during the conversation, 
creating a “snowballing” of consensus. 

“Me too,” Becca said, nodding once. I remembered that nodding was a 
sign of Suggestive Agreement. 

I did feel sort of silly for picking out these small indicators, but I 
couldn’t deny that they were useful for measuring how the conversation 
might progress. It let me know that I could safely take another step 
forward. My first Topic idea for Becca was to discuss the better times, our 
freshman and sophomore years at Graceler. 

“It’s so nice to see you again,” I said. “It makes me think about how 
much fun we had in school together. The three of us, you know?” I 
swallowed another mouthful of matcha. 

“There was always something going on,” Becca said. She put her 
elbows on the table and leaned forward, the distance between us getting 
a little smaller. I remembered that one of the negative signs was being 
physically far apart—so physical closeness had to be a good thing. 

“Lauren would call us on Saturday morning and tell us where to meet 
her,” I said. 
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“I used to walk for ages before I had a car to get to that Wendy’s near 
her house,” Becca said. 

Becca was responding too quickly. I wanted to slow the pace of our volley 
to make sure I didn’t lose my footing or miss an opportunity. An apology. I 
had to lead us there. But now I was seeing Lauren at that Wendy’s in my 
mind—sipping diet Sprite, which she always cut with water. 

“I still wonder why she made us meet her there,” I said. “She never ate 
the food.” 

“I didn’t get what the big deal was,” Becca said. “A couple of chicken 
nuggets when you’re fifteen won’t kill you.” 

Certainly this was some kind of Suggestive, if not Explicit, Agreement. 
But Becca had offered this criticism of Lauren without my guidance. I 
started to speculate over the incidents I was intending to apologize for. 
Perhaps this was all going fatally fast. Maybe I wasn’t ready. Or maybe I 
didn’t have anything to apologize for after all. 

“Whatever happened to Lauren anyway?” I said, a bit impulsively, and felt 
a rush of adrenaline. “I don’t even know where she lives anymore.” 

Becca’s face changed slightly, but she lifted her mug to finish her latte 
before I could get a good look. Was this a bad sign? Suggestive Denial? 

“Actually, I think she’s back in Someplace,” Becca said. 

“What? I thought she went to Columbia.” 

“She did. She did Columbia undergrad, started grad school at UPenn, 
then dropped out.” 

I wanted to ask more, but I was wary of seeming too invested in her response. 

“I can’t believe it,” I said. “Does she live at home?” 

“T haven't talked to her,” Becca said. “I just heard it from someone else.” 

I took a sip from my drink in an attempt to hide how surprised I was. 
Lauren, a drop out? 

“It’s not really that surprising,” Becca said, as if she had read my thoughts. 

“What do you mean?” I said. 

"Most people who did well at Graceler have a hard time after high 
school.” 

“Right,” I said, carefully nonchalant. Was Becca including us in her 
assessment? We had done well at Graceler too. “But it always seemed like 
things would work out for her, didn’t it?” 


* 
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Lauren Sullivan was beautiful and smart, so people loved her. She was 
also pretentious and opportunistic, so people despised her. She inspired 
a depth of emotion—the extremes of both sides—from others. 

I was so focused on my schoolwork that I hardly talked to anyone the 
first month I was at Graceler. When I met Lauren, she and Becca were 
already friends. We were assigned seating in the same row in our 
geometry class: Becca in the first seat, Lauren behind her, me behind 
Lauren. 

The teacher was passing back our first test. When I got mine, Lauren 
swiveled in her chair to face me. She was smiling. 

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Lauren.” 

“Tm Cara,” I said. 

“I know,” she said. “Sorry, not trying to be creepy. I’m just good with 
names. Congrats.” 

I glanced down at my test. 102. 

“That's the highest in the class. Becca, Cara Powers got the highest grade.” 

Becca looked over her shoulder from the seat in front of Lauren. 

“Good job,” she mumbled. 

“So what do you wanna do with your life, Cara?” said Lauren. 

It felt like I’d always been waiting for someone to ask me that question. 
But now that someone finally had, my mind was completely blank. 

“Uh, I don’t know. Not really sure yet, I guess,” I said, and hated every word. 

Lauren just kept smiling. “There’s a freshman student council meeting 
after school today. Me and Becca are going. Wanna come?” she said. 

“Yes,” I said, automatically. My intention was to get another chance to 
prove to this girl that I did want to do something with my life, I did have 
plans, and I was going to make them come true. But this agreement sealed 
the rest of my fate at Graceler. From then on, it was always the three of us. 

Being Lauren’s friend was exciting. She had a way of making you feel 
special, just as special as she was, like she was sharing it with you. She had 
so many goals. She wanted to make the fall fundraiser bigger than ever, 
win the state championship with the debate team, kickstart a peer 
mentoring club with upper and lowerclassmen. She brought others into 
these ideas and made them feel important. 

Like with the fair. People might have initially laughed at the ornate 
paper flyers she made, at how she would ask over and over who was 
planning to come. But they still showed up. Even though she refused to 
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drink alcohol outright (she was preoccupied with health and wouldn’t 
even tolerate fruit juice because it was too sugary) no one ever gave her 
any shit. Despite being easily labeled a prudish busybody, it just bounced 
off her. 

In our freshman year, we used to spend hours and hours at her house, 
talking about all the things we wanted to do in the future. Lauren talked 
about living in an apartment on an upper floor in a big city, where she 
could see all the lights. She wanted to go to Venice and take us with her. I 
went home and looked up pictures of Venice online. I fantasized about us 
walking along the canals until having to wait so long to experience it 
seemed unbearable. 

Becca contributed little to our long talks. Friends were supposed to 
open up to each other, but Becca refused. This made her less interesting to 
me. I used to wonder why Lauren was friends with Becca at all—was 
Becca’s inclusion in our group just because she was rank 4? Becca sank 
under the weight of Lauren’s personality until she practically vanished. I 
knew how that kind of friendship went, I’d seen it enough on TV. I was 
anxious to make sure Lauren knew I had more substance than that. 

It used to hurt me if I thought something had hurt Lauren. In the 
beginning, anyway. My shift was subtle; even I didn’t notice how my 
feelings had changed until... well, I do remember it. The exact moment. 

She was standing under a tree in a small, grassy patch next to the 
parking lot at school. Crying to herself. It was the end of the last academic 
quarter of our junior year. Simon had given her a B. 

And I didn’t have any emotion in me. I saw her crying, I knew why, I 
knew what a single B in a single class meant for her. And I didn’t care at all. 


* 


Becca and I stayed in the coffee shop for nearly two hours. I let her take 
the small memories I offered and turn them into longer reminiscences, 
anything to keep her talking. But the memories, intended as jumping-off 
points, still only covered the good times. 

“I hope you didn't have anything else going on today,” I said. 

Becca shook her head. “No, it's okay. It’s been fun talking.” 

This was my chance. The transition would be easy. Id be able to return 
to my thread on the forum with good news, my first goal accomplished. 
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But instead I let Becca begin to shift and gather her things. Small 
concluding comments about how nice the place was and how mild the 
weather. When she stood up, and I could see the “see you later,” forming 
on her lips, I said, “If you’re free again before I leave, maybe we can get 
together again.” 

“How long are you here?” she said. 

I stumbled over the words. “Well, it’s sort of indefinite. I’m helping my 
aunt. She broke her ankle. She lives alone.” 

“That's nice of you,” Becca said. “Your work gives you the time off?” 

“We have a really generous medical leave policy.” 

Becca grinned. “I guess all the New York companies do stuff like that.” 

“We're pretty lucky.” Something else impulsive was already coming out 
of my mouth. “But I’m kind of bored at work, honestly.” 

“I get that. Text me and I'll see...” She trailed off. “I’m a little busy next 
week. But this was fun, really.” 

She said “really” as if I would not expect her to be sincere. 

“It’s good to see you, Cara,” she said. 


* 


It didn’t hit me until I got back to the hotel: the feeling of how badly I’d 
squandered my opportunity. JackieMael1 said I was lucky to have made 
such quick progress, but I’d left out without so much as mentioning any 
of the Rift Moments I needed to apologize for. I was so ashamed that I 
didn’t even want to look at my thread on the forum. But eventually my 
curiosity about who else might have replied was stronger than my guilt. 
A couple of random usernames had stopped in to introduce themselves. 
They were mostly trying to get me to look at their own threads. Nothing 
from Abigail Wallace. She probably waited until someone actually needed 
her help before responding. There were so many other threads on the 
forum to keep up with. If I told everyone what happened today, and 
showed that I really needed useful advice, she’d probably offer some. 


My conversation with my first Open was today. | think |_ messed 
things up. It was harder than | thought to bring our conversation 
around to the Rift Moments. And it was weird, | couldn't figure 
out how to apologize. That was what | wanted to do, just 
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apologize. Maybe | was on the wrong track? She did give me 
some info about the next circle | have to close, though. 


| guess | need to have another conversation with her? | feel so 
fucking stupid lol. | wasted this. Any tips?? 


After refreshing the page once or twice I decided to kill the time by calling 
Travis. 

“Becca and I spent a few hours at the hospital, but then she wanted to 
go for a drive,” I said. 

“Mhm,” said Travis. I could imagine him on the couch, the phone 
caught between his shoulder and ear, making silent faces at his video 
game so I wouldn’t know he was playing while talking to me. I don’t 
know why I did this to myself, why I sparked more anger with these 
fantasies and assumptions. 

“So we took a nice long drive. Through all these pretty hills. She’s really 
in a tough place. She’s glad I’m here, she doesn’t have anyone else.” I 
paused. “I’m still not sure when I'll be able to leave.” 

“ProdJob’s okay with this?” said Travis. 

I suddenly realized I’d never checked my email after sending the note 
to my boss. 

“Yeah, they’re fine for now,” I said. “T’ll have to take vacation, probably, 
if it goes on longer.” 

“Alright,” Travis said. “Well, give Becca my best.” 

“T will.” 

“Love you.” 

“Love you too.” 

limmediately checked my work email after Travis and I hung up. It was 
only Monday. I’d been gone for one day of work so far. My boss had 
responded to say that he was sorry to hear that I had to go and that he 
hoped everything was okay, but that he’d need more information about 
how long I was planning to be out when I had it. I’d have to deal with it 
soon. Sometime later in the week. 

My update on The Virtue Circle had a response. 


JackieMae11: awwww it's okay!! We all make mistakes. You can 
do better next time :-) it makes sense that you didn't have a 
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perfect convo on your first try, lol, especially since it all happened 
so fast. Did it seem like she was avoiding the Rift Moments when 
you tried to bring it up? What did she say about your other circle? 


Jackie was making it sound like I’d rushed into things, and since I was so 
new to the forum, my failure was inevitable. The response seemed kind of 
passive aggressive to me. But I let it go. 


katie_anne: Apparently she dropped out of her grad program 
and lives back in her hometown now. Which means she’s actually 
pretty close to where | am... meeting with her wouldn't be 
impossible. 


JackieMae11: Dude. lol. You are the luckiest?? One of my circles 
literally lives on another continent lol 


katie_anne: But tbh getting in touch with her isn’t going to be 
easy. She doesn't have any internet presence at all. And | can’t 
really reach out directly.... There’s too much there. Not like with 
my first Open. 


JackieMae11: do u know the actual rift moment? 
katie_anne: Yeah, | think so. 


But to understand our Rift Moment, you have to understand how the 
problems began between Lauren and I. It started because Simon wasn’t 
interested in her. 

This might sound superficial to someone unfamiliar with how Graceler 
was. But since Lauren was so well-known (and usually well-liked), people 
noticed when Simon didn’t go out of his way to notice her. I can admit 
now that this difference was probably another reason why I became 
fixated on him. 

But it didn’t have everything to do with her. I liked him right from the 
first day. It was all very typical. I liked the way he dressed, I liked his 
voice, I liked his glasses with the brown plastic frames made to look like 
wood. 
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I liked his class. He would move quickly from one side of the classroom 
to the other, scribble on the whiteboard, and indulge long tangents about 
whatever interested him most in the day’s lesson. His favorite topics 
surrounded very ancient history: Mesopotamia and other civilizations 
during that time period, developments during the Neolithic age. I was 
entranced by his performances; amazed by his enthusiasm because I was 
always so exhausted. 

My classmates discussed him with mixed opinions. Many thought he 
was affected, pompous, choreographed. 

“It’s like we’re not even there sometimes,” I remember someone saying, 
and it stuck with me, because that was exactly what I liked about him. It 
was hard to imagine our other teachers with personal lives. I could easily 
see Simon away from Graceler, with a whole host of thoughts and hobbies 
that had nothing to do with us. 

He developed a small but loyal group of student followers. They 
loitered around his room in free periods and after class. Their pursuit 
of his approval seemed desperate to me, so I purposely kept away from 
them. But each day I made sure to wave to Simon as I left. He 
eventually began to anticipate my acknowledgment, and I started 
noticing that he was already looking at me in the habitual moment 
when I turned to say goodbye. 

Lauren and I argued about Simon. Not that they could really be called 
arguments, not the way we did them. Our couched opinions were offered 
with just enough of the teeth showing to sting, but not enough to spark a 
confrontation. I remember once, Lauren raised her hand before Simon 
was finished talking, and he ignored her. He glanced at her hand and just 
looked away. Lauren kept her arm up resolutely. I watched in horror and 
anticipation. Someone snickered. The standoff continued until Lauren, 
defeated, lowered her hand. 

“He’s such an asshole,” Lauren said that afternoon at Slush N’ Go. 

“I mean, you raised your hand right in the middle of his lecture,” I said 
as benignly as possible. 

Lauren glared icily at me. Becca made a show of rolling down the 
window and throwing the wrapper of her straw onto the asphalt of the 
parking lot, as if this action might dissolve the tension between us. 

“He saw me. He looked right in my face.” 

“I don’t think he saw you,” I said, shrugging. 
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Simon told me later that students who behaved that way, constantly 
hunting for opportunities to honor the classroom with their contributions, 
made him feel gross. I never raised my hand in his class again. Lauren 
never raised her hand again either. 

I refreshed my thread. The user InLoveMaybe had replied underneath 
JackieMae11. 


InLoveMaybe: Welcome Katie! Nice to meet you, but sorry 
about what happened with the Open today. Maybe you can 
suggest a more familiar place to talk next time? Is there 
somewhere nearby where you used to hang out? Maybe you can 
think more about what happened between you, so that it's easier 
to bring up the Rift Moments with her? 


I recalled that InLoveMaybe had posted a Summer Circle thread, some 
story about an ex-boyfriend. I clicked around to find it. When I scrolled to 
the bottom of the thread, I saw that Abigail had posted. 


Abigail: Former love relationships are often difficult to decipher 
with the lens of the Virtue Circle. On the one hand, they seem the 
most ripe for Opens. Usually there’s important words left unsaid 
on both sides. But on the other hand... there is something rather 
final about the end of a love relationship. | only tell you this as a 
caution—you may not be able to trust your first impulses when 
reflecting on a love relationship. Evaluate your own actions 
impartially. Talk to your fellow Circlers. Return to the guidelines. 
Share with us what you discover! 


With you in virtue— 


Did Abigail read every new post? Maybe she didn’t comment on all of 
them. Or perhaps she hadn’t seen my thread yet. InLoveMaybe’s thread 
was older than mine, and Abigail might have a few threads to catch up on. 
I clicked into every thread that had been posted between InLoveMaybe’s 
and mine. There were five. Abigail had replied to two of them, but there 
didn’t seem to be a pattern to her timing. Next I went through older 
threads, looking to see what the longest amount of time was between an 


— 50 — 


— mariah eppes — 


initial post and Abigail’s reply. I used this investigation to help me resist 
texting Becca. I wasn’t prepared to organize our second meeting yet, and 
I didn’t want to be impulsive and make a mistake. 

Abigail didn’t comment on my thread that night, but I found that her 
replies could sometimes take up to three days. With this information 
acquired, I was able to go to bed. 


Tuesday 


Tuesday slipped away from me, but I was happy. I spent much of the day 
wondering about how to frame my next contact with Becca. I was trying 
to take InLoveMaybe’s advice: to think more about what my 
transgression against Becca actually was. 

I guess I can admit that I was a little persistent with Becca after she 
opened up to me about Harris White. I’d started imagining that we could 
confide in each other over Lauren, especially since Lauren was continuing 
to get on my nerves. She wouldn’t let go of her grudge against Simon, and 
she was hounding me about the details of the student council fair. We 
were having trouble filling the booths in the last row of the fair’s 
perimeter as more and more businesses withdrew their participation. The 
Last Man Letters just kept coming—at that point, it had gone on for nearly 
six weeks. There were now twenty-five victims and still no official 
suspect. People who got letters were sharing them around school. No one 
knew if they should be nervous or if they should laugh. The writing was 
sort of melodramatically creepy. I remember one sent to a guy named 
Owen Burnson (referred to by the Last Man as “the ineffable Owen E. 
Burnson” ) had two lines that were something like this: 


I'LL FLAY OPEN YOUR BACK AND HOLD OPEN THE SKIN 
WITH NEEDLES SO I CAN GET A BETTER LOOK. THEN 
LACERATE THE FIBERS BETWEEN EACH VERTEBRAE SO 
YOUR SPINE SPILLS LIKE BEADS FROM A BROKEN 
NECKLACE. 
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Some kids taunted Harris about the letters, but he took their jeers with 
staunch aloofness. Most people didn’t bother him, though; too afraid they 
would be next. 

I was supposed to call the businesses on my list for a third time and 
offer a steep discount if they reconsidered. Lauren’s constant reminders 
made me want to do it even less. She was also on my ass about 
decorations—demanding seven identical floral arrangements to place 
around the field. One of my mom’s friends ran a flower shop, so it was my 
job to order them. 

“I'll give you the money.” She’d say some variation of this each time she 
nudged me. 

“It’s no problem,” I’d respond, innocently. “T’ll tell you how much it 
costs when I get them.” 

Lauren just nodded. 

A few days after her latest attempt to put pressure on me, Becca 
appeared unexpectedly in the student council room. 

“Lauren said I’m supposed to drive you to order flowers,” she said. 

“What?” I said. “She didn’t tell me that.” 

“Oh...” Becca looked sheepish, moving her keys from hand to hand. 
“Well, should we go?” 

On the drive, I couldn’t help bitching about it. 

“Does she assume I’m going to fuck it up? Why doesn’t she do it 
herself? I feel like she’s testing me.” 

“She just wants to top last year’s fair,” Becca said. “It’s important to her. 
She’s kind of type-A like that.” 

I remember thinking that Becca seemed unusually receptive to my 
complaints. Was it because we were alone and there was no chance of 
Lauren hearing us? Was Becca really so afraid of her? 

“Who seriously wants flower arrangements for a school fundraiser?” I 
pushed. 

Becca shrugged. “That’s Lauren, I guess.” But she was grinning a little. 

Perhaps Becca had become more comfortable with me because I knew 
about her feelings for Harris. I wondered if by offering some secret of my 
own, I could encourage her to open up more. It must have been hard to 
keep things to herself all the time, and Lauren wasn’t exactly 
accommodating as a friend. Maybe I could be the accommodating friend. 

“Hey, can I tell you something kind of private?” I said. 
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“Tf you want,” Becca said. 

“Tt’s about Simon.” 

“Okay.” 

“I know I said Lauren was overreacting, but I don’t think he likes her 
that much.” 

“It’s kind of obvious,” Becca mumbled. 

“I think he likes me more,” I said. 

“Also obvious.” 

“Maybe the most, though, out of everyone.” 

“He plays favorites,” Becca said quietly. “I think he likes having 
teacher’s pets.” 

I wasn’t satisfied with Becca’s assessment. This made me go further 
than I really intended. 

“No, I mean, more than a teacher normally would. Or should.” 

We pulled into the parking lot in front of the flower shop. The “N” on 
their sign was burnt out, so it just said “OPE.” Becca shut the car off and 
looked at me skeptically. 

“What are you saying?” she said. 

“Just a feeling I get.” 

“What, that he likes you?” 

I started to panic a little. The preoccupation I was developing for Simon 
had only just begun. I exaggerated the weight of it in the moment, but 
now that I’d spoken with such confidence, it seemed even further from 
the truth. 

“I mean, no. I don’t know,” I said. “It’s not a big thing. He’s nice to lots 
of people. It’s just Lauren he doesn’t like.” 

“Yeah,” she said. She smiled at me as if to say it was okay, that I didn’t 
need to worry or explain myself. Even if I’d overstepped, it seemed like 
my faux pas had paid off. Becca was always understanding. She said once 
that her biggest strength was being a good listener. I’d given her an 
opportunity to exercise that strength. People love it when they feel like 
they’re good at something. 


* 


I got out of bed around ten and went to the continental breakfast 
downstairs. I ate alone and spent a leisurely hour and a half clearing my 
plate, drinking coffee, and observing the other guests. Afterwards, I 
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went back up to my room and took a long shower. Then it was time to 
get to work. 

Iset up at the table next to the window with my phone. First, I emailed 
my boss. I told him the same thing I’d told Travis, except I made the 
situation more dire. I told him my friend’s mother had been moved to 
hospice and that it could be any day. This gave me a slightly stronger 
excuse but a shorter timeline. Risky, but I wouldn’t have to email him 
again for a couple of days. 

I agonized over when I should text Becca and what I should say. It was 
seven in the evening before I finally gathered the courage, and I wrote my 
text quickly before I could take it back. 


Hey Becca! Just wanted to see if you're free tomorrow, in case you had 
time to hang out again. But no worries if you can’t. 


I knew not to get my hopes up. She’d already said she was busy this week. 
But despite what she’d claimed at our meeting, she responded within ten 
minutes. 


Sure, I’m around tomorrow. What do you want to do? 


I already knew what I wanted to do, but I was hesitant to tell Becca. I 
wanted to go to Someplace. 


Wednesday 


I offered to pick Becca up at home. I hadn’t yet told her that I wanted to 
go to Someplace, but figured if I was driving, I could make it appear that 
I'd had the idea off the cuff. Really, I’d been inspired by InLoveMaybe’s 
reply on my thread: Is there somewhere nearby where you used to hang out? I'd 
thought immediately of Slush N’ Go, our old after-school spot. 

Becca gave me an address, and on the drive over I considered how 
quickly she’d agreed to meet with me, and what that meant. Did she really 
enjoy seeing me again? Was there anything specific she wanted to say? 

Becca met me outside when I arrived. Behind her was a nondescript 
house on the corner of a regular neighborhood, across the street from an 
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elementary school. She had to go back inside for something, so I followed 
her to the door. 

“My landlord lives on the first floor. I have the studio upstairs,” Becca 
said, filling the air as she fiddled with her keys. She was wearing her hair 
down today, simple T-shirt and the same flip flops. We went up the stairs 
and I lingered a few feet from her front door as she opened it. 

“You can come in,” she said. 

The studio was small and dark. It appeared that Becca lived alone. I 
waited in the kitchen, which had a small-sized stove and a miniature 
refrigerator. Through the threshold on my left, I could see Becca’s bed, a 
short bookcase, and an open closet door with clothes cramped inside. 

“I hope cats are okay,” Becca called, just as a brown and white cat 
emerged from the room, flicking its tail at me. 

“No worries,” I said. The cat and I exchanged glances, then it sauntered 
away, uninterested. 

I couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for Becca, living in this place, alone, 
with just the indifferent cat for company. There was a green plant wilting 
on the kitchen counter, which contributed to the sense that her apartment 
was depressing. 

“So what do you do for work?” I asked when she returned, trying to 
begin the necessary small talk. 

“Actually, I just quit my job a couple of weeks ago,” Becca said. “I 
haven't really decided what I’m doing next.” 

I didn’t know what to say—sorry? congratulations?—so I mumbled 
something neutral. Once we left the apartment, my mood improved, and 
the drive was pleasant. Pleasant like our conversation in the cafe had 
been. Being with Becca was nice in a way I hadn’t expected when I first 
imagined closing the circle. 

“You know, I could go for one of those slushies. From Slush N’ Go,” I 
said. “Do you want to?” 

“Sure,” Becca said. 

“It'll be nice to see Someplace again,” I said. “I haven’t been back in a 
long time. It probably comes with getting older, but I’ve started to think 
about home more often.” 

“I know what you mean,” Becca said. 

Maybe I was paranoid, but when I tried to gear the conversation toward 
Someplace, it seemed like Becca’s body language changed. I let it drop for 
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the time being. I didn’t want to cause Suggestive Denial. The 
surroundings began to look more and more familiar, and then Someplace 
was upon us. 

The last time I was in Someplace was four years ago at Christmas. That 
was the last Christmas I spent with my parents before I started going to 
Travis’s family gathering. Travis’s parents lived closer to us. That was the 
excuse. My parents and I didn’t have a grudge, but our Christmases were 
usually not very much fun for anyone. It was better for all three of us if we 
didn’t spend the holidays together. 

“I haven’t been here in a while either,” Becca said. “My parents 
separated a few years ago. My mom lives in Florida now.” 

A pang in my chest at the mention of Becca’s still-healthy mother. 

“Does it feel weird?” I said. 

“Probably not as weird as it does for you,” Becca said. “I don’t live very 
far away.” 

We drove past the shopping centers I remembered, Dick’s Sporting 
Goods and Michael’s and Jamba Juice. They’d dressed up the median, 
planted blue and yellow flowers. I wondered where Lauren was right 
now. Nearby? At the next stoplight I glanced out the window into the car 
next to me, half-expecting to see her driving it, but saw Simon instead. 

“You okay?” Becca said. 

It wasn’t Simon, of course. Another man with brown glasses. But I’d 
flinched and sent the car jerking forward. 

“Yeah, sorry,” I said. I offered a little laugh. “Actually, I thought I saw 
one of our old teachers in the car next to us.” 

“Who2” 

“Simon Barnes.” 

Becca just nodded and took out her phone. Clearly, she didn’t want to 
talk about that either. 

“Slush N’ Go is a left here, right?” I said, even though I knew perfectly 
well where the turn was. 

“Yup,” Becca said, scrolling her phone and not looking at me. 

I took the road that went past Graceler on our way to Slush N’ Go. The 
school was a three-story building at first glance, but having been present 
there at one time I knew that there was an extension building connected 
by a glassed-in walkway, and a couple of auxiliary structures in the back. 
It was bigger than it appeared if you were just driving by. 
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I would have liked to linger, to look at the building that held the history 
of my circles. I would have liked to make some mention of it to Becca, who 
had lived that history with me. But I could already tell from the ride so far 
that Becca was not as amenable as she’d been in our first meeting. She 
appeared withdrawn, distracted by her phone, and had not wanted to talk 
for even a moment about Simon. These were three distinct instances of 
Suggestive Denial. I needed to restore balance so that our conversation at 
Slush N’ Go could progress more favorably. 

I noticed on that car ride that Becca wasn’t the only one exhibiting a 
change: I too had undergone some kind of shift. At my first meeting with 
Becca, the identification of all her subtle cues as Agreement or Denial felt 
silly. But now, the categorization process felt critically important. I did not 
want to fail again. 

Slush N’ Go had a new sign that replaced the sun-bleached one I 
remembered. The shop was in a strip mall, next door to a yoga studio that 
hadn’t been there before. Becca and I went inside even though that hadn’t 
been our custom; when we were in school we did the drive-through and 
stayed in the car. It was my idea to go inside. I thought the interior of 
Slush N’ Go would be more conducive to our conversation than the inside 
of my anonymous rental car. 

I volunteered to buy our slushies since Becca had paid at the cafe the 
other day. She let me. We went to a cream-colored plastic booth, the only 
one that wasn’t occupied. 

“This place was always packed in the summer,” I commented. “I’m glad 
it still is.” 

“Yeah,” Becca said. No good. The guy at the counter held up the 
slushies we’d ordered and Becca went to get them. Mine was mango 
flavored. Bright orange. Becca’s was neon yellow. Lemon. 

I decided to change my strategy. Instead of trying to coax Becca into 
positive reminiscences, perhaps I could create Suggestive Agreement with 
a disparaging comment about this familiar place. 

“It tastes more artificial than I remember,” I said. 

“Mine too,” said Becca. “I’m sure they’re horrible for you.” 

“I won't be able to drink more than half.” 

“I might not be able to drink it at all.” 

She smiled, and I started to laugh. She joined me. The energy between 
us was lightening. I knew what to do now. 
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“Yeah, it’s surprising that Lauren ever drank these with us,” I said. 

“Sometimes she’d get a protein shake instead,” said Becca. 

“True. And didn’t her dad have her on some big workout regimen in the 
summer? I guess one of these won’t hurt if you’re doing that.” 

“She had to do a bunch of swimming drills like every day.” 

This was my next opening. 

“Oh my god, the pool. We used to spend so much time there.” 

“Tt was fun,” Becca said, looking down. 

One of my recent dreams had taken place at Lauren’s pool: the three of 
us kicking our legs in the water. We practically lived at Lauren’s pool 
during our first two summers in high school. My parents allowed me to 
go over whenever I wanted and stay as long as I wanted—assuming 
someone else could drop me off and pick me up. 

As I was quickly considering my choices for keeping Becca on topic, she 
spoke again. 

“Do you remember, on the first Saturday after school got out, when we 
all went to the mall to buy bathing suits?” Becca said. “She made us buy 
bikinis. She said we were too old to wear anything that wasn’t two 
pieces. She wouldn’t even let us try it on if it wasn’t two pieces.” 

“She did a lot of things like that,” I said. “She got mad about the 
weirdest stuff.” 

“That’s an understatement,” Becca said. She was scratching at the label 
around the plastic cup. We were in relevant territory—now I just needed 
to not mess up again. I needed to shift to my apology: for putting Becca in 
an uncomfortable middle position in the feud between Lauren and I. But 
I wanted to ensure that our foundation was still a mutual sense that 
Lauren had wronged us. 

“She was usually good at hiding it. But not always. Remember how 
mad she was at me about the junior thesis?” 

Becca scoffed. “Trust me, I remember.” 

The junior honors theses were optional papers students could write in 
the second semester of their junior year. Pretty much everyone did a thesis, 
as was typical of anything optional at Graceler. You could choose any 
faculty advisor you wanted. Lauren was angry because I picked Simon. 

“She was just pissy because she still had a B in Simon’s class,” I said. 

As soon as I'd spoken, my stomach sank. Becca’s flattened expression 
confirmed that I’d make a mistake. 
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“T mean, that wasn’t the only reason,” she said. When I looked at her 
blankly, she said, “You know that.” 

“What do you mean?” I said, inwardly berating myself. This Explicit 
Denial could undo all of my carefully built Suggestive Agreement. 

“She was mad at you about the vice president thing. You said you were 
too busy with your thesis to run.” 

Becca wasn’t totally wrong. Lauren ran for student council president 
again that spring, in hopes of becoming the first person to ever hold the 
position twice. No one really had a doubt that she’d win. We always 
planned that I would run for vice president when we were juniors. But at 
the meeting when we were supposed to fill out the form to intend our 
candidacy, I dropped out. I didn’t tell her. She found out when the list of 
nominees was announced and I wasn’t on it. 

“Who's going to do it instead?” Lauren demanded. It was March and 
still cold, but she wasn’t wearing a jacket, as if her anger was enough to 
keep her warm. She had been generally furious for months; frustrated that 
she couldn’t get her B up in Simon’s class. But really, she’d been mad since 
the fall, since our fair got cancelled because of the Last Man Letters. 

Yup, it was cancelled. Juliet Miller was the breaking point. 

The target of the Last Man’s worst harassment was a girl in our class 
named Juliet Miller. Over the first eight weeks of our junior year, Juliet 
received five separate letters, each more horrific than the last. Near the 
end of October, Juliet got the worst letter yet. I still remember some of it. 


TO THE APPARENT HEARTBREAKER, JULIET I. MILLER, 


JESUS CHRIST, JULIET, HOW LONG DOI HAVE TO WAIT? YOU’VE 
IGNORED ALL MY LETTERS AND THAT IS SO MEAN. WHAT DOI 
HAVE TO DO TO GET YOU TO LISTEN? DO I HAVE TO CUT THE 
DOG’S THROAT? I DON’T WANT TO DO THAT BECAUSE I’M 
REALLY ANIMAL-LOVER, BUT I WILL IF I HAVE TO. WHAT 
ABOUT YOUR SISTER (MEGAN R. MILLER, TRUST ME, I KNOW 
EVERYTHING). DO I LEAVE THEM AT YOUR FRONT DOOR 
TOGETHER, IN ONE FINAL EMBRACE (SINCE I’LL MAKE MEGAN 
WATCH ME CUT THE DOG BEFORE I CUT HER)? YOU WON’T BE 


— the virtue circle — 


ABLE TO IGNORE ME THEN, JULIET. NO, I DON’T THINK 
ANYONE WILL BE ABLE TO IGNORE ME AFTER THAT. 


LAST MAN 


The week before the fair, Juliet’s parents pulled her out of Graceler. That 
was the only thing anyone was talking about: especially because it was 
also common knowledge that Harris White had been rejected by Juliet the 
previous year. I heard the administration tried to question him, but 
nothing concrete came of it. Finally, the administration cancelled the fair, 
out of an “abundance of caution.” 

During our fight, Lauren cited some promise I made to be vice president 
years before, something I said when being a junior felt like an eternity 
away. 

“Can't you just pick someone else?” I said. We were standing with a bit 
of distance between us in the courtyard. We weren’t raising our voices. 
“I’m too busy. You need someone who can really commit to it, you 
know?” I was twisting the issue, trying to present it as something 
beneficial for her. 

“T don’t want it to be just anybody,” Lauren said. 

“What about Becca?” 

“I know it’s not because of the thesis.” Lauren didn’t acknowledge what I 
said about Becca. “I know Simon told you to quit. Why do you listen to him?” 

“Tt’s not because of Simon.” 

“Don’t you care what people are going to say about us?” 

“No.” 

“That’s ridiculous, Cara. I’m just trying to help you.” 

“Why can’t Becca do it?” I repeated. 

Lauren never answered my question. 


Becca was looking at me with indifference across the table. Neon yellow 
slushie untouched. I couldn’t help an attempt to defend myself. 

“I was too busy with the thesis to do the election stuff,” I said. 

“She never believed that,” Becca mumbled. 

Did Becca not believe me either? “I never understood why you couldn’t 
do it,” I said. 
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“She would not have wanted me to,” Becca said. 

“Why?” I said. Becca paused, I tried to glean something from her 
expression, but there was nothing readable there. 

“Because that’s not what she planned,” Becca said. “That’s not the way 
she imagined it.” 

Around her pool during one of those summers, Lauren once said, 
“There’s just so much to be excited about.” She always said things like 
that, made lists and bought planners, laid brick after brick on some 
invisible foundation, building a path toward all of the things she was 
looking forward to. The path ascended to the amazing lives that would 
someday be ours. I felt angry at Lauren all over again. 

“I wonder how she made us believe it,” I said. 

“Believe what?” Becca said. 

“That the things she said could be real. She was wrong. Nothing 
happened to us.” 

I stopped short of saying how I really felt because Becca’s gaze was 
growing harder, and I wasn’t sure what she was thinking. I tried again. 

“She made us believe that any of the ridiculous stuff we talked about 
was possible,” I finally said. 

“What, like becoming a famous filmmaker? Or having an apartment in 
Venice like her dad used to?” 

I froze. “Like her dad?” 

“She just got all those ideas about Venice from her dad. It didn’t have 
anything to do with what going there was really like.” 

“Exactly,” I said, though her tone turned mine more hesitant. I 
scrambled to save the conversation, to offer something that she might 
agree with. “She made us think those things were possible.” 

“She just made us think we should want things like that,” Becca said. 
She stood up abruptly and threw her slushie in the trash. 


We drove back to Becca’s house in silence. When we arrived at her 
apartment and she invited me upstairs again, I was shocked, but hastily 
accepted. I couldn’t give up yet. This was my only chance. Even though 
our dynamic now consisted entirely of Explicit Denial, there had to be 
something I could do. 

She sat at the desk chair in her room and gave me a chair from the 
kitchen to sit on. We drank water from plastic cups, using her desk as a 


— the virtue circle — 


table. Becca’s cat materialized to rub against her shins, then against my 
toes, and vanished. Her bedroom had one window that looked out onto 
the school across the street. It was time to go home, I could hear the 
dismissal bell and the shouts and noises of kids. 

I felt cornered. I had to make a move. 

“Can I say something?” I said. 

“Sure,” Becca said, but it hardly sounded genuine. 

“The real reason I’m here—I mean, besides my aunt—the real reason 
that I reached out to you was because I wanted to apologize.” 

“You really don’t have to,” Becca said. 

This irritated me. “I think I should. It wasn’t right of me to force you to 
take my side against Lauren. It wasn’t fair. So, I’m sorry.” 

“Tf it makes you feel better, then I guess I accept.” 

I almost demanded to know why she wouldn’t just forgive me. But I 
let the feeling seep away and ignored the obvious caveat in her reply. 

“Thanks. I’m glad we got to do this. I’d like to talk to Lauren too, if I 
can. She did a lot of bad things, but I think I should apologize to her.” 

Becca leveled her eyes on me. “Do you want me to be honest with you?” 

Finally, the old ground was breaking. “What?” 

“T think that’s a bad idea. Finding Lauren and apologizing or whatever.” 

“Why?” 

“Do you really think she’s going to appreciate it?” 

“If she apologized to me, I would appreciate it,” I said. 

“What do you think is gonna happen?” Becca said. “It doesn’t change 
anything.” 

I was taken back to Abigail Wallace’s pep talk post. It was like she said. 
Some people thought the effort was futile, a pointless stirring up of the 
past. Some people didn’t understand. 

“I won't know if it changes anything until I try,” I said. Becca shook her 
head and I fumed at the thought that she was ridiculing me. 

“There’s nothing to change,” Becca said. 

I didn’t know how to make her understand. I also couldn’t explain the 
frustration I felt, the building up of anger that I hadn’t noticed was 
building until now, now that I was ready to burst. I was furious with her 
for misunderstanding, for being another person who didn’t get it. I guess 
I expected more from her. Maybe that wasn’t enough to justify effectively 
destroying our tenuous connection, but I couldn’t help it. 
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“So you're just going to sit here and do nothing?” 

She didn’t respond. I couldn’t stop. 

“I see you in this apartment, by yourself, and I know you aren’t happy. 
This isn’t how you want your life to be. So you might as well face it. I 
did. I want to make things right with the people I wronged. I want to try. 
Fine if you don’t. But you can’t say nothing will change, because you 
don’t know.” 

Becca’s face was a wall now, there was no sense of what she might be 
feeling. I was reminded of other times when her face looked like that. 
Funny how these things come back, how you forget until it’s right in front 
of you again. 

“I think you should leave,” she said. 

And so I left. She didn’t show me to the door. I drove back to the hotel 
feeling agitated. A couple of people blared their horns at me, so I must 
have been driving recklessly. I emptied my thoughts into my thread on 
The Virtue Circle when I was back at the hotel. 


katie_anne: | think | ruined everything. I’m such an idiot. What 
can | do now? | apologized... that was my answer to the Rift 
Moment. She knows that I’m sorry and | guess | can’t control her 
response. But | know it's my fault that it went so bad. 


I felt guiltier and guiltier as I tried to explain what happened. Spending 
time with Becca had been good. I realized I’d begun imagining her as my 
friend again, someone I could keep in touch with when this was all over. 
Maybe even some kind of Second Circle, as they called it on the forum. 
But clearly that had been unlikely from the start. 

I waited, refreshing the page over and over. JackieMael11 responded first. 


JackieMae11: Of course it matters!!! There’s tons of people here 
who got a negative response while trying to close a circle. But 
really it’s about closure for you. You won't be able to make her 
forgive you. But you did the best you could! 


Was it true that I had done the best I could? Hearing her say it felt nice, 
but Jackie didn’t see Becca’s face become that expressionless wall. The 


first time I’d seen her face do that was on one of the summer days 
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around Lauren’s pool. Lauren and I had our feet in the water. We were 
sitting there in our bikinis—I actually didn’t remember Lauren forcing 
me to buy it, I remember wanting to buy it—and Lauren was telling me 
that Becca looked bad in her bathing suit. 

“I don’t think it’s the right size,” she said, hushed tone, eyes serious. 
“Like, I think it was mislabeled on the rack.” 

“It’s supposed to be a medium?” I said. I had no way of participating in 
this besides to keep Lauren going. 

“Yeah, that’s what it said. But I think it’s a small,” she said. “It doesn’t 
look right.” 

“Maybe you should tell her,” I said. 

Becca emerged from the house then, a towel around her shoulders, 
covering her body and bathing suit. She had that stone-like expression, no 
anger but no joy, just stillness. Lauren put a finger to her lips and winked 
at me. 

I looked up again at Becca as she came toward us. Maybe it was because 
she looked so strange, so empty, that she unnerved me. It made me not 
want to keep secrets from her. “But...” 

Lauren reached out and cupped her hand around my cheek. She did 
things like that often, touched us in these intimate ways. They made me 
feel special, but also inferior, because I could never reciprocate that kind 
of gesture. 

“Cara, honestly... you should lose a little weight too.” 

Then she stood up fast, put her cool hands against my naked shoulder 
blades, and shoved me into the pool. I seized up, too surprised to even 
scream. But she pushed me into the shallow end, so my feet quickly found 
the safety of the bottom. 

“Hey, be careful.” It was Lauren’s father, coming out from the sliding 
glass door and following behind Becca. She had reached us by now and 
was sitting down at the edge of the pool. He wore a long-sleeved shirt 
even though it was summer; the Sullivans kept the inside of their house 
cold. “I don’t want to have to report casualties to your parents.” Then he 
winked, just like Lauren. 

When I looked back at Becca—I dragged my toes against the pool's floor 
as Lauren laughed—she was staring blankly at James Sullivan. The edge 
of her towel had fallen into the pool, but she didn’t see it, and she was 
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letting it get soaked. I felt my stomach sinking. Then her expression 
changed and she was back to normal, she started laughing too. 

The last time I saw Becca’s face like that was during the fall of our senior 
year. I was the fundraising chair for student council again. We’d lapsed 
into a kind of normalcy as senior year began—I’d volunteered to be 
fundraising chair, and it seemed like the tension between Lauren and I 
about Simon and the election had passed. There hadn’t been a Last Man 
Letter since the previous spring, but right on time, in the second week of 
the new school year, they started up again. Katelyn McGinnis was the first 
to get one: 


TO THE INCOMPARABLE KATELYN D. MCGINNIS, 

Y’M BACK AND YOU’RE THE LUCKY NUMBER ONE. ONE IS 
REALLY THE BEST NUMBER. WHO NEEDS TWO OF 
ANYTHING, ANYWAY? SEEMS LIKE OVERKILL. SO FOR YOU: 
ONE ARM? ONE LEG? ONE EAR? ONE EYE? 


Lauren seemed different. She didn’t complain about the Last Man 
Letters at all. In fact, beyond one resentful mumble about how the fair 
“better not be cancelled again,” she seemed to just ignore them. She 
didn’t come to see me at the end of the day as often as she used to. I 
suspected she was soliciting some of the donations herself. Every once 
in a while, someone I called would say they’d already been contacted. 
It was a subtle way of showing that she didn’t trust me. 

Anyway, the last time I saw Becca’s face with that blank expression, I 
was in the student council room working on fair stuff. Becca came in, 
already talking, as if she’d rehearsed the lines. 

“I need to talk to you,” she said. She took a glance around the room and 
immediately shut up. “Hi Simon,” Becca said, and her expression closed 
off. The wall again. 

But, yes, Simon was in the student council room with me that afternoon. 
He sometimes came to talk with me there. My cold calling was even less 
productive than junior year because he was there sometimes, but mostly 
because I just didn’t care anymore. 

Simon stood up quickly. “Hi Becca,” he said. “I have to head out. See 
you both.” 
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I was annoyed that Becca’s arrival had made Simon leave. “What's up?” 
I said. 

“Tneed to talk to you.” 

“Go ahead.” 

She managed to speak with no emotion. “I don’t want to hang out with 
you just to talk about Lauren.” 

“What do you mean?” I said, feigning ignorance. 

“We always talk about Lauren. I don’t want to be part of it.” 

“It’s not like we’re talking pointless shit about her. Don’t you want to 
know what she’s hiding? Aren’t you worried about Harris?” 

“That's just it. I’m not sure she’s hiding anything.” 

Typical of Becca to have such a trivial opinion. “It would be easier to 
find out if you were helping,” I said. 

“I can't,” Becca said. “If something comes up that’s really obvious, real 
proof that she’s doing whatever you think she’s doing, then fine. But I 
don’t want to talk about her anymore.” 

I was on my own after that. Becca had a right to deny me. By that time I’d 
become completely fixated with my investigation: an investigation of 
Lauren and Harris White. 


A buzz from my phone brought me back. Travis texted me at seven on the 
dot. 


Wanna talk tonight? 
Somehow he’d managed to turn even this impossible situation into a 
predictable routine. Cara is away, we talk at seven in the evenings. It made 


me claustrophobic. I wrote back. 


Sorry, still with Becca right now. I'll text you when I’m back at the hotel if 
it’s not too late. 


A few minutes later, 
You're at a hotel? I thought you were staying with Becca. 
I wrote back. 
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Just booked it last night. Becca can’t keep me in her house anymore cuz 
family is coming to stay. 


My heart was pounding. I had to be careful. Somewhere deep down I 
knew that things with Travis couldn’t continue the way they were once I 
went home. But I couldn’t conceptualize going home at all. Even though 
it had only been three days, the days had felt longer and weightier than 
the last three months. I was happier here than at home. That much was 
true. 

I decided it was safe to wait one more day before writing to my boss 
again. With all of my obligations sufficiently acted on, I returned to my 
thread on The Virtue Circle. I found that a conversation had begun on the 
thread while I was distracted by Travis. I always seemed to arrive late to 
the conversations I read. 

The two active participants were JackieMae11 and InLoveMaybe. I kept 
seeing them on the forum together, clearly they were friends. 


JackieMae11: | know it didn’t go as you planned, but | still want 
to say congratulations!! You handled the Rift Moment with your 
Open and that was a huge step. Like you said, you can’t really 
control how people are going to react. You have to do what's 
best for you. 


InLoveMaybe: Totally agree with you Jackie. But | guess it really 
depends on if it was the right way to handle the Rift Moment... 
like, | guess it’s possible she might not have done it correctly? | 
think it depends on her feeling of closure, right? 


JackieMae11: Soooo true. Always so wise, InLoveMaybe :-) | 
guess we'll wait til she comes back... 


They had diverted into other topics as they waited for me. Now the 
thread was ten minutes dead. I worried that my opportunity was gone. 


katie_anne: Thanks <3 | really appreciate it. I’m glad that | got to 
apologize so that definitely feels like something. But does it really 


matter if | apologized if she responded so negatively? 
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InLoveMaybe’s response followed a few minutes later. 


InLoveMaybe: It’s hard... tbh, that's part of what makes me 
hesitant about my own circle. But Jackie’s right. Sometimes 
you've done all you can. You still need to do the Gift, but you can 
def do that at a distance. | know a Circler who mailed theirs and 
it seemed to work. And the Drift will be easy. But maybe give it a 
few days. You said you had two other circles, right? Maybe you 
should focus on those now? 


I glanced at the paper pad on the table by the window. 


katie_anne: That's a good idea. The other two are probably 
going to be more complicated. It might be easier if | tell you their 
names, lol. Amanda and Michael. | didn’t mention it before... but 
Michael is an ex. 


InLoveMaybe: Lol | know how an Open with an ex feels!! 


I knew calling Simon an ex wasn’t true. But there didn’t seem to be 
another way to easily suggest the gravity of our relationship. I didn’t have 
much time, I couldn’t spend all of it trying to explain myself, and I 
couldn’t dwell on Becca forever. I went to the table and tapped my pen 
against the paper. Becca - No apology. I crossed her name out. 

Lauren and Simon were still blank. 


katie_anne: |'m not totally sure about my answer for Amanda. 


JackieMae11: Hmmm. Do you wanna know what she really 
thought about you? Like her REAL opinion? 


InLoveMaybe: You said she was controlling. | feel like when 
people are really good at something like that you kinda want to 
know how they do it. Like the secret to their fucked up 
superpower. Lol. 
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My mind wandered with questions about how I’d get in touch with 
Lauren at all. I tried calling the old number I had in my phone from the 
hotel room’s line, just to see, but got a message that the number was not 
in service. Perhaps I could go back to Someplace, wander around the big 
box stores until we ran into each other. I could drive to the Sullivans’ 
house—if it was still their house. Show up, unannounced, and ask for 
Lauren. Of course, all of those methods were last resorts. I began to feel 
nervous. I searched her online, but all of the accounts I could find were 
cleared and inactive. I wasn’t surprised. She was careful about her image. 
I remembered this from school, during our senior year, when I was 
investigating her and Harris White. 


The investigation began during the third or fourth week of our senior 
year. Our Slush N’ Go trips were getting briefer and less consistent. 
Lauren kept making excuses about why she had to get back to school right 
away. I’d taken to going on walks around campus, or playing card games 
in the cafeteria with the students who were involved in less busy clubs. 
Lauren hated when I loitered in the cafeteria. She thought people were 
talking about my change in behavior, and would “assume” things about 
me. She never specified what these assumptions were. Really, I knew she 
just couldn’t stand to have a friend who was so lazy. But it was her fault 
that I wasn’t at Slush N’ Go instead, so she had no right to criticize what 
I did. 

I also spent time with Simon. He’d become the advisor for the 
philosophy club that fall, so I’d hang around his classroom during their 
meetings. I told you, I was preoccupied with him. I’m not afraid to admit 
it. It’s common for a student to idolize a teacher, though I can also 
acknowledge that confiding in a teacher like I did is not as common. At 
the time it was so easy to tell him everything, I hardly thought twice 
about it. 

But I did lie sometimes about what I did after school. I didn’t want 
people to get the wrong idea. It was the right thing to do, really. If rumors 
had started, the fallout would have been much worse for Simon than for 
me. I understood that. 
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Anyway, I spent one afternoon with Simon when the philosophy club 
wasn’t meeting, so it was just us. There was a big community service 
event that day in the neighboring town for another club, which I'll call 
the National Coalition of Noble and Promising Teenagers. Practically 
everyone at Graceler had been deemed Noble and Promising, and they 
were all attending the event, but I was sick of community service. I told 
Becca and Lauren I was going home for the day because I wasn’t 
feeling well. 

I remember leaving Simon’s classroom in a hurry. I let Simon’s door 
slam shut behind me, dropped my sweater and a plastic water bottle I 
was carrying on the floor. The cap broke off when the bottle hit the 
ground, spilling water around my feet and on the fallen sweater. The 
shock of the moment was enough to bring frustrated tears to my eyes— 
my emotions were on edge because of what had happened with Simon a 
few moments earlier. 

The important thing is when I stood up again, the empty bottle in one 
hand and dripping sweater in the other, I saw Lauren and Harris down 
the hall. Lauren saw me at the same moment I looked at her. 

They were supposed to be at the NCNPT event. But so was I. On top of 
that, I was supposed to be sick at home. I took a step backward as Lauren 
stared at me. I saw Harris take a small red envelope from her hand, and 
he passed her one of those 70-page spiral bound notebooks you can buy 
anywhere. The cover was black. Harris had his back to me, but he looked 
over his shoulder when he saw Lauren staring. Then I took off in the 
other direction. 

I knew I’d seen something important. Any relationship between Harris 
White and Lauren should have been one-way. Lauren would give him her 
time or attention because she was benevolent, expecting nothing, since 
there was nothing he could give her. But what I’d seen was an exchange. 

I also knew those red envelopes. They were part of a stationery set on 
the desk in Lauren’s bedroom. She only used them for special occasions. 
Becca and I received red envelopes on our birthdays. What had Harris 
done to warrant the use of one of those envelopes? What was she 
delivering to him? And what was in the pages of Harris’s black notebook, 
now in Lauren’s possession? She must have planned it that way on 
purpose, thinking no one could have seen them together that day. 
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Lauren never said a word about the meeting to me. The day after, she 
beamed and gave me the customary hug—though I swore she hugged me 
a little tighter. 

Two weeks later, she was rank 1 in our class. 

So why didn’t Lauren confront me? She knew I'd seen her and Harris 
together. She knew how suspicious her ascension to rank 1 seemed with 
the knowledge I had. Especially since Simon had given her a B at the end 
of junior year. Harris had to go down a full letter grade in one of his 
classes to lose rank 1 to Lauren. 

But I understood her method. Lauren also saw me in a delicate 
moment. She saw me slam the door to Simon’s classroom, she saw 
how upset I was. Without saying a thing, she forced me into a truce. 

At intervals, she’d ask me how philosophy club was going. 

“I’m not in philosophy club,” I would say. 

“You're not?” she’d say. “I really thought you were.” 

Just to keep things straight: nothing was going on between Simon and I. I 
wasn’t giving any credence to the “feeling” I’d mentioned to Becca the 
previous year. Even under the circumstances, there was still one person I 
had no qualms telling about what I saw. 

“She can hang out with Harris if she wants to,” Becca said when I told 
her. The news had almost no impact on her. 

“It’s not about that,” I said. “She lied about the NCNPT thing. She met 
with him when she thought no one would be at school. And she gave him 
one of her red envelopes.” 

“So?” said Becca. 

“Now she’s rank 1. She must have, like, bribed him or something.” 

“T don’t...” 

“Maybe she knows something. Like, she has proof that he’s writing the 
Last Man Letters.” 

“That sounds, like, crazy.” 

“Is there another explanation?” 

Becca shrugged. 

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t you care about Harris? What if she’s 
blackmailing him?” 

Becca didn’t answer the question. Instead, she said, “Why were you 
there anyway? Weren’t you sick?” 
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When I didn’t respond, she looked at me with this kind of 
disappointment, shook her head, and dropped the subject. 


JackieMae11: It sorta reminds me of a girl from my teenage 
years, too. Everybody knows at least one. People are afraid of 
them, and so they just follow orders. 


InLoveMaybe: Yeah that's one stereotype that turns out to be 
true, lol. 


katie_anne: Sorta... but | was always trying to get out from under 
her bs. | wasn’t afraid of her. 


JackieMae11: Oooh, so more like a rivalry? 


I was able to orchestrate my next opportunity several weeks later, when I 
suggested to Lauren that we dedicate a Wednesday evening to working 
on college applications at her house. She loved doing that kind of thing— 
declaring an important purpose for an otherwise typical day, and then 
making it a big event. Within a day or two of my suggestion, it wasn’t just 
doing college applications in the same room anymore. It was an official 
College Apps and Cookies Night, of which there were likely to be more. 
She even decided that this was going to be the night that she finished her 
most important application: to what I’ll call Preeminent Institution of 
Higher Learning. She also invited Becca, which made things more 
complicated. My real motivation for going to Lauren’s that night was to 
scope out her room for Harris’s black notebook. If I could manage it, I 
wanted to get a glimpse inside. Now I'd have to avoid not only Lauren’s 
notice, but Becca’s too. 

I arrived at six, thinking I’d have thirty minutes or so before Becca got 
there. My plan was to drop my backpack off in Lauren’s room, then claim 
Thad left something in the bag. But Becca was already sitting on the couch 
in the living room on her laptop, eating a cookie, when I came in. Lauren 
had bought a bunch of chocolate chip cookies from the grocery store and 
placed them on the coffee table in ceramic bowls. 

Isat down next to Becca and started getting out my laptop. It didn’t feel 
like I could leave my backpack in Lauren’s room without looking 
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suspicious, since Becca was already in the living room. But I had planned 
a few ways to get into Lauren’s room unobserved in case one or several of 
them failed. 

“Oh, shit,” I said. 

“What?” said Lauren. She was sitting on the floor with her laptop on the 
coffee table. She wasn’t eating any of the cookies, even though they had 
been her idea; uptight as ever unhealthy food. 

“Forgot my charger. Can I borrow yours?” 

I had purposefully left my charger at home, knowing that our laptops 
used the same one. 

“Sure. It’s in my room under the desk.” 

“Thanks.” 

Becca reached for another cookie and said nothing. Neither one of them 
looked back at me as I went up the stairs. 

Lauren’s room looked like the rooms in PB Teen catalogs. Three walls 
were white, with one purple accent wall. Her bedding was blue and 
purple, which matched the wall, and the blue was picked up again in a 
rug on the floor. The bed was also nicely made. Her desk was organized 
in little stacks of books and papers, pens in a cup, the stationery set with 
the red envelopes, and a purple lamp. 

I pulled the charger out of the surge protector. Then I looked carefully 
at everything on the desk, trying to be as quick and thorough as 
possible. I didn’t see any sign of the notebook. There wasn’t anything 
spiral bound on the desk at all. I looked over my shoulder and scanned 
the dresser, nothing there either. I even silently opened both the desk 
drawers and the dresser drawers—which were so organized that they 
hid nothing—but didn’t find the notebook. 

Just as I was getting discouraged, something caught my eye on a second 
pass over the books stacked on the desk. 

Between an AP Physics study guide and a Calculus III book, there was 
a tiny spine visible that read: Thus Spoke Zarathustra - Friedrich Nietzsche. 

I didn’t know shit about Nietzsche. But Harris did, at least according to 
the rumors about the quotes he’d written on lockers. Did anyone other 
than Harris know shit about Nietzsche? I doubted it. Why would Lauren 
have that book, if Harris didn’t give it to her? 

I knew I had to leave the room., I was reaching the limit of how long it 
should conceivably take me to grab a charger and come back downstairs. 
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Even though I hadn’t found the notebook, this evidence was almost as 
good. More proof, at least, that Lauren and Harris were connected 
somehow—and Lauren was keeping it a secret. 

I spent two more weeks reporting scant evidence to Becca before she 
confronted me in the student council room and told me she didn’t want to 
talk shit about Lauren anymore. I honored that, I did stop telling her. But 
I didn’t stop watching. Harris was uninteresting. His routine at school 
never deviated from its typical structure. When I was with Lauren, I 
analyzed everything she said, but discovered nothing. This only increased 
my fervor about the investigation. The less evidence I had, the more 
necessary it felt to try harder. 


katie_anne: Yeah, | guess rivalry is a better way to describe it. | 
could at least feel bad for the other girl, my first Open. Me and 
Amanda just had this bitterness between us. On both sides. 


After my post I refreshed the page to see if anyone had posted while I was 
composing my response, and there was a new reply. But it wasn’t from 
JackieMae11 or InLoveMaybe. 

It was from Abigail. 


Abigail: Dear Katie, welcome to our community! Sorry to hear 
your Conversation with with your first Open went south. | think 
the others have given you some great advice, and it’s good to 
begin planning for your other circles. But | also feel that the 
answer to your problem may be easier than you think. If there’s 
one thing | believe, it's that you can always go back. 


The answer is hidden within the actions you've already taken. | 
think you should reach out to your friend and apologize for what 
you did. Simple as that. | have a hunch you'll find her more 
receptive than you expect. Do update us, whatever you decide. 
Good luck. 


With you in virtue— 
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I read over Abigail’s post twice. I looked at my paper pad, Becca’s name 
with a line through it. I’d been so curious to know what Abigail might 
think about my situation, but now that she’d finally given me her 
thoughts, I was unsure. Would Becca even accept an apology? She owed 
me nothing; I had appeared in her life again after almost a decade and 
insulted her. Trying to explain my offense didn’t really seem feasible. I’d 
already lied to her about a fake aunt. I’d already revealed too much. 

But if I didn’t take Abigail’s advice, I’d have to tell everyone on the 
thread that I wasn’t going to do it. And refusing Abigail’s advice after 
she’d finally commented on my post didn’t seem like the best way to 
encourage her to come back to my thread. I might really need her advice 
later, since Lauren and Simon’s circles would be more difficult than 
Becca’s. 

The last thing in the world I wanted to do was text Becca. My options 
seemed utterly limited. Why couldn't I have just done it right the first 
time? I felt lower and lower as the evening wore on. I couldn’t gather 
enough energy to call Travis. 


Thursday 


That was a bad night. But the morning brought a little relief. I went to the 
breakfast buffet in the hotel determined to bring fresh thinking to my 
strategy for Lauren’s circle. There weren’t many other people at the buffet, 
just a few businessmen and one family with a young boy and a baby girl. 
I watched the family for a little while. The father kept having to get up 
and go back for various forgotten items. Every time he left he stroked the 
boy’s hair. I don’t know why I noticed that. The mother was attempting to 
spoon-feed the girl while the boy leaned his chin on the table and ignored 
his breakfast. 

“Why do we have to eat now?” said the boy. 

“Because we have a busy day today,” said the mother, pushing the 
spoon against the baby’s tightly closed lips. 

“Why?” said the boy. 

“Because we’re on vacation. We’re going to see nana and grandpa.” 

“Why?” said the boy. 

“Because I said so.” 
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“Why?” said the boy. 

“Why?” said the mother, mimicking his tone. The baby finally took a 
grudging bite. 

“Why...” said the boy hesitantly. 

“Why?” repeated the mother. The father returned, dropping a 
disheveled handful of napkins into the middle of the table. He ran his 
fingers over the boy’s head. The boy said nothing else, but began to eat. 

And then I knew. I humored myself that I had a kind of epiphany. My 
answer for Lauren didn’t have to do with how. The boy’s question 
contained the essence of what I wanted to know: Why? Why did Lauren 
act the way she did, why did she compel Becca and I to act in such strange 
and covert ways? Did she do it on purpose? And lately: why did she drop 
out of graduate school? Why did she move back to Someplace? 

I went back to my room, pulled open the hazy white curtains on the 
window overlooking the parking lot. Next to Lauren’s name on my 
paper pad, I wrote: Why? I was brimming with energy. But the 
byproduct of my energy was a clearer understanding of my situation. I 
needed more information if I was going to find Lauren. There was only 
one person I knew who might have that information. 

I sat down on the bed and wrote a long text. 


Hey Becca. You have no reason to read this, but I just needed to say I’m 
sorry. I was wrong to talk to you like that. I was frustrated and I took it 
out on you. If you're willing, I would really love to see you again. But I 
completely understand if you don’t want to. 


After I sent the text, I went immediately to The Virtue Circle and reread 
Abigail’s post on my thread. Her intuition about Becca had been spot on. 
I wanted to reply, but I didn’t want the other Circlers to see it. I wanted to 
talk with Abigail one on one, and now seemed like a good opportunity to 
open the conversation. So I sent her a direct message. I wanted the 
message to feel revealing and personal, but not overly effusive or 
sentimental. If Abigail thought I was opening up to her, then it might 
make her feel like I needed her help, and she might be more willing to 
give me advice. 
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Hi Abigail, 


| just wanted to thank you for your reply on my post. I’m going to 
try apologizing and see what happens. 


| didn’t mention this on the thread, but the dreams I’m having 
about my Opens are always about one of them drowning. |’m 
kinda scared of water in general, and especially the ocean. | think 
that’s why the dreams affect me as much as they do. The fear | still 
have is stopping me from taking the next steps. So, |’m really 
grateful for your encouragement. 


I’ve implied that Becca and I didn’t have a confrontation of any kind in 
school, but that’s not entirely true. Toward the end of our senior year, 
just before the last conversation I ever had with Lauren, I confronted 
Becca. I guess I didn’t count it because she didn’t confront me back, she 
didn’t meet my force with any force of her own. 

“Why are you sorry for her?” I demanded. 

We were in a quiet alcove at school, our voices echoing around the 
empty hall. 

“Tjust am,” Becca said. 

“But I was right!” 

Becca shook her head. 

“We could have stood up to her if you helped. It didn’t have to come to 
this. What about Harris?” 

“I didn’t want to stand up to her,” Becca said. Then, quietly, “Haven't 
you already gotten enough?” 

We didn’t speak again until the end of the summer, when she showed 
up at my house to say goodbye before I moved for college. 


These accommodating actions were in Becca’s nature. That’s why she 
didn’t take a stand against Lauren, that’s why she’d been willing to see me 
now. She was forgiving. She really hadn’t changed much. I guess that’s 
how I also knew, deep down, what her response would be after I 
apologized. 


Thanks. I actually do appreciate this. I'd be okay to meet up again. 
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I felt conflicted. I apologized and I did mean it. But I couldn’t ignore my 
own motives. I was hoping she had more information for me about 
Lauren, and I knew she would accept my apology because that’s how 
Becca was. But I really did intend to be nicer to her this time. 


Thanks Becca, really. Let me know when you can meet. 
I’m free today. 


I recoiled. Today? Why so soon and so sudden? I took a moment to 
consider any reasons why I ought to be suspicious of Becca, but I couldn’t 
come up with any. She didn’t have a job right now, so it was conceivable 
for her to be free. And I didn’t have time to hesitate. It was already 
Thursday. I had to write something to my boss today, and I had to give 
some kind of excuse to Travis. 


Okay. Let’s do today. 


Before I left for Becca’s, I wrote an email to my boss and told him I’d be 
gone through the weekend at least. I had plenty of vacation days, so I 
requested to use four of them: today, Friday, Monday, and Tuesday. I sent 
Travis a quick good morning text. 

On my drive to Becca’s, Travis called unexpectedly. I didn’t pick up. I 
was too nervous and excited and couldn’t trust my tone. I didn’t want to 
make any more mistakes while talking to him. Plus, I’d have to let him 
know that I’d be away for part of next week soon, and I didn’t know how 
I was going to do it yet. 

The obligation of managing how other people interpreted what I was 
doing tugged at me for the first time since I'd left. It wasn’t that I was 
getting nervous about it, but where I'd initially felt freedom in the 
strategy, I was beginning to sense barriers going up. I felt more confined 
than I had at first. Even from a distance, Travis and my boss had a certain 
custody of me. I guess the desire to resist that was another reason why I 
ignored his call. 
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I rang the bell after arriving at Becca’s apartment and shifted on my feet 
as I waited. I read her name on the mailbox, the label was in her 
handwriting. She always had such pretty, neat handwriting compared to 
the scrawls that Lauren and I tended to use. We were always writing fast. 
Becca took her time. 

She answered the door and took her time looking at me, too. 

“Hey,” I said, and it came out soft; I buckled under her scrutiny. 

“Hi,” she said. 

“Tm sorry,” I said. 

Then she smiled, and it made me feel warm. “I know.” 

I did as I said. 

“I need to tell you something. About why I’m really here.” 

I just made sure not to tell her about The Virtue Circle. That was one of 
the guidelines, after all. 


“You really came here just to apologize to me and Lauren?” Becca said. 
“There’s no aunt or anything?” 

“Don’t make it sound so stupid,” I said. 

Becca grinned. We sat around the desk in her room, just like last time, 
me on the kitchen chair and her in the desk chair. She slowly spun side to 
side as she listened to me. 

“It’s not stupid,” she said. “You just never seemed like the type.” 

“To come home?” I said. 

“No,” Becca said. “To be sorry.” 

I didn’t think that was fair, but didn’t say so. “I was guilty. There’s a lot 
of big changes I want to make in my life. But before I can make them, I 
needed to get some closure with you both.” 

I left out Simon. 

“That’s why I reacted badly when you said it wouldn’t change 
anything. The whole point of coming here was to do that. It doesn’t 
change the past, obviously. But my intentions are good.” 

“And if Lauren doesn’t want to see you?” said Becca. “What if I hadn’t 
agreed?” 

“I didn’t have a plan,” I said. “I just had to try.” 

Becca nodded. She was patient and listening, but it still didn’t feel like 
she really believed me. I didn’t know what else I could say to erode the 
wall between us. I wanted her to trust me. 
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“Honestly, Becca...” I hesitated. She lifted her eyes to meet mine, and I 
was worried she might be getting that stone look. But she just watched me 
expectantly. “There haven’t been a lot of people in my life who were like 
you and Lauren. I’ve never had another friend like you two.” 

Becca averted her eyes to the floor and I wondered if I’d ruined it again. 
But instead she leaned off the chair, wrapped one arm around my neck, 
and hugged me. 

I couldn’t help it. Maybe it was the abruptness of the moment, but I 
actually started to cry. The emotion descended on me all of a sudden, I 
never expected it at all. 

“I do know what you mean,” Becca said quietly, into my ear. 

I was a little embarrassed about my outburst, but Becca didn’t dwell 
on it. Even though I hadn’t expected to cry, and didn’t enjoy it, I knew 
that the reaction showed Becca that I was genuine. Any wall between us 
was gone. 

And I was right. Becca did know more than she’d originally let on 
about Lauren. 

“Apparently she wasn’t failing or anything. Top of the class, doing 
everything she was supposed to, perfectly. Like she always did. Then she 
just left,” said Becca. 

“No one knows why?” I said. 

Becca shook her head. “I heard she was working at a coffee shop in 
Everytown. But I don’t know which one and I don’t know if it’s still true.” 

“Do you think she’s ashamed of it?” I said. 

“Wouldn’t you be?” said Becca. “Imagine what that must be like. 
Especially with James Sullivan as your dad.” 

That was something I hadn’t thought of, the fallout between Lauren and 
her father when she moved back to Someplace. It must have been bad. 

“You can come with me,” I said. 

“To look for Lauren?” Becca said. 

“Tf you want.” 

Becca’s expression was tinged with something heavy. Disappointment? 
Regret? I could keep taking guesses, but I didn’t ask. 

“That's okay,” Becca said. “I don’t think I want to see her.” 


Becca didn’t want to see Lauren. I was mulling this over at the hotel later 
that night. I ordered a bottle of wine to go with my room service dinner, 
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as a celebration for making so much progress with Becca. I was marking 
the beginning of something new. 

This newness was also literal. I had to reserve a different room for the 
next five nights, through Tuesday, because someone else had already 
booked the original room. As the clerk swiped my card, added numbers 
vaguely in my head. Five nights—plus the first four—might have been the 
largest total amount I’d ever charged to my card at one time. After I 
moved my things to the new room, I sort of panicked and signed into my 
bank’s app to schedule a one-off payment of two hundred dollars. Just to 
lower the balance. It wasn’t like I couldn’t afford the room, but I definitely 
deserved some wine after that little scare. 

The new room was smaller, but better than the last one. The view was 
of the highway and a sea of trees, lush and green for the summer. The 
sunset also came down past the window, which was so nice with my 
private dinner and wine that it felt like a vacation or something. I placed 
my paper pad with the names on the new table and aligned the pen next 
to it. Now it was home. 


katie_anne: There could be tons of reasons why my first Open 
might not want to see Amanda. But it was still crazy to hear her 
say It. 


JackieMae11: Do you think something happened between them 
that you don’t know about? Maybe your first Open isn’t telling 
you everything? 


As I sat there drinking and staring out the window and reading The 
Virtue Circle, I wondered if Jackie was right. What secrets might Becca 
have kept from Lauren and I? Had the two of them kept secrets from 
me? I couldn’t pretend that it wasn’t likely. There was no reason to think 
I had been especially important to Lauren as a confidant. 

But Lauren did confide in me about her father. Becca was busy with a 
sport on the evening I remembered. Lauren and I had decided to walk 
back to her house from Graceler, which was thirty minutes through the 
small streets of big neighborhoods. The air was cold. It must have been 
winter of our sophomore year, since it was definitely before Simon was at 
Graceler. I’d left my hat in my locker at school. Lauren was wearing a 
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jacket that had a hood lined around the edge in fur. The fur obscured most 
of her face and muffled her voice, so I had to strain to hear her. 

“It’s just too much,” Lauren said. 

“You're doing your best!” I said. 

“I can’t beat Harris, no matter what I do. My dad wants to know why 
he’s ahead of me. But I don’t know why he is either. And I can’t just say 
it’s because Harris is smarter than me.” 

“Harris isn’t smarter than you,” I said, and I was genuine. At that time, 
I believed she was the most brilliant person I knew. But it gave me the 
slightest tinge of satisfaction that she was under the gun; she felt about 
Harris the same way I felt about her. I wanted to be the one to help, to offer 
something of value in her rare moment of need. 

“I have to be the example for Lucy, too,” Lauren said. 

Lauren’s younger sister was in sixth grade when we were sophomores. 

“Lucy knows how hard you work,” I said. 

“But that sucks, doesn’t it?” 

“Why?” I said. 

“How much harder do I have to work to beat Harris?” she said. “Does 
it even matter if I beat him, if I have to work so hard for it? If he doesn’t 
have to work hard to achieve the same thing, then he’s obviously the 
better one.” 

I remember feeling that Lauren and I had a lot in common. We both had 
expectations to meet that were not negotiable. But there was a key 
difference: I’d set the bar high for myself. My attempts to meet those 
expectations were in spite of my parents. Lauren’s task was arguably 
harder—she had to prove James Sullivan right. 

“T don’t think that means Harris is, like, naturally better than you,” I said. 

“It doesn’t make sense otherwise,” Lauren said. 

I was feeling down. The sun disappeared fast and winter darkness 
seeped in around us. Lauren’s worry seemed important and 
unanswerable. She could make you feel that, she could transfer her 
feelings and make them universal, the positive and the negative. 

I stayed at Lauren’s house until my mom came to pick me up. As I was 
walking down the path from her front door, she said, “Hey Cara?” 

“What?” I said. 

“You don’t have to tell Becca any of that stuff from earlier. What I said 
about Harris.” 
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“T wasn’t going to,” I said. 

“Good. I don’t want her to worry. You know how she gets.” 

I didn’t really know what Lauren expected Becca to worry about, but I 
left it alone, satisfied with the pride I’d seen in her face when I said that I 
was planning to be discreet. 

I learned more about Lauren and her father after that. I knew that James 
Sullivan had made Lauren take piano lessons since she was three. He 
expected Lauren and Lucy both to read at least four books a month. I also 
knew that James had no rules. His expectations were just that: 
expectations. There was no prize and no punishment. It was just a 
standard. So what was the risk of falling short? 

I don’t know for sure. I never asked Lauren. But Lauren reached for 
those heights and always surmounted them. Beyond those brief moments 
of doubt, she never spoke of what the consequences of failure might be. 

Well, that’s not quite true. She just never spoke of the consequences 
delivered by teachers or parents. The only repercussions of failure that 
seemed to exist for Lauren were intangible; inflicted by an invisible judge 
who knew what we had earned. As far as Lauren was concerned, if you 
failed, you deserved the consequences. 

Now I wondered how much of that Becca knew. My head was also 
beginning to swim pleasantly and I wondered if Becca preferred red or 
white wine. I could bring some next time I went over if I knew what 
she liked. 


katie_anne: | think I’m going to bring my first Open a bottle of 
wine as the Gift. Based on what you know about her, do you think 
she likes red or white wine better? 
JackieMae11: Omg, definitely white. 
Jackie was the first response, so typical of her. A while later, InLoveMaybe 
joined us. I’d expected her. Anywhere Jackie was, InLoveMaybe could 
eventually be found. 
InLoveMaybe: |’m gonna have to go red. Isn’t she kind of quiet? 


She seems all mysterious. 
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JackieMae11: Who said white wine drinkers aren't mysterious? 

InLoveMaybe: Lol, everyone. 

JackieMae11: I'm sooo mysterious, |’ll have you know ;-) 
I giggled out loud and my voice clung on the air in the empty, silent room. 
But having the highway right outside contributed the constant hum of 
moving cars, at least. 

katie_anne: Did you decide to do the circle, InLoveMaybe? 


InLoveMaybe: Don’t tell her Jackie! Check the thread... :) 


I went to InLoveMaybe’s thread, which had exploded with posts earlier 
that day while I was with Becca. It started with InLoveMaybe’s update: 


Okay everyone, | thought a lot, and | decided to do it. | reached 
out to him. 


He said there were things he wanted to get off his chest too. | 
can’t believe it. I'm so excited... | guess | didn’t realize how much 
| wanted to see him until now. 

As usual, thanks to you all. You guys are so inspiring. I’ve been on 
the site for a while, but | have a confession. This is actually the 


first circle I've ever tried to close myself. I'll keep you posted!!! 


The thread was filled with best of luck wishes. I clicked back into my own 
thread. 


katie_anne: Wow!! Good luck! Can't wait to hear how it goes! 
InLoveMaybe: Thanks Katie :) 


JackieMae11: Are you gonna start the Amanda circle? 
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katie_anne: Yeah... soon. | hope. | don’t really know where to 
start. | don’t have her number anymore. She doesn't have social 
media. All | know is that she might work at a coffee shop. 


JackieMae11: Sounds like you're gonna have to go get some 
coffee! 


InLoveMaybe: Lol, yeah, maybe a LOT of coffee. 


A call from Travis interrupted our conversation—I had completely 
forgotten to call him back. 

“T’ve been trying to reach you all day,” Travis said. His voice sounded 
more impatient than concerned, and frankly, it pissed me off. I guess the 
wine made me reckless. 

“Me too!” I said. “I called four times. I left you a message. You didn’t get it?” 

Travis was silent on the other end. 

“I didn’t get anything,” he said after a moment. 

“Well, I did call. Four times,” I said. “Today sucked by the way. Becca’s 
mom took a turn for the worse.” 

“Did she?” Travis said. He sounded distracted, obviously trying to 
make sense of what I'd claimed. 

“Yeah. She seemed really good yesterday. But today was bad.” 

“I’m sorry,” Travis said. 

“Thanks,” I said. “I know it’s just a matter of time at this point, but it’s 
still hard.” 

After another short moment of silence, Travis said, “What’s she sick 
with again?” 

The wine made me reckless, but also made me slow. 

“Cancer,” I said. 

“What type?” said Travis. 

“Breast cancer,” I said. 

I could hear that Travis wanted to question me further, but I managed 
to fill up the conversation with babble and dodge any opening. It was 
10:32 when we hung up. 

I couldn’t have any more calls like that. I might not be able to come up 
with a lie as quickly next time. I couldn’t waste a whole evening like this 
again, no matter how much I'd enjoyed it. 


— the virtue circle — 


I texted Becca. 


Hey! Wanted to let you know that I’m going to Everytown tomorrow to 
look for Lauren. Last chance to come with me! 


I hesitated, then sent a second message. 
Also, do you like red or white wine better? 
She responded minutes later. 
Good luck. Maybe when you're done we can get together. 
And red. 


Becca cheered me up. Screwing up the phone call with Travis felt less 
distressing. I refocused on my plan as I filled the hotel bathtub up with 
scalding water. Lounging in the tub was the ideal way to end the night. I 
never did things like this at home. I was relaxed, my practical bases of 
hotel room, job, and money were covered, and I’d be seeing Becca 
tomorrow. 

Maybe, if I was lucky, I’d see Lauren too. 


Friday 


It was the strangest thing I’d done yet. Inspired by the advice of 
InLoveMaybe and JackieMael1, I looked up all the coffee shops in 
Everytown. Becca said it was a local shop, so I could rule out Starbucks 
and Dunkin Donuts and other chains. That left three coffee houses within 
the official limits of Everytown: Blue Mug, The Sip, and Coffee-A.M. 

The entire strategy relied on Becca’s information being true. It was 
possible that Lauren could be working at a shop close to Everytown, but 
not within the legal limits. She might not work on Fridays, or I could 
arrive just before or just after her shift. She might not work at a coffee shop 
at all. There were innumerable ways that the plan could end with no 
results. But that was where I started. 
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I was a little worried after the initial findings of my coffee shop research, 
but at the exact moment I needed it, Abigail Wallace responded to my 
private message from the day before. 


Abigail: Always my pleasure, Katie. | just updated myself on your 
thread, and it seems like things are looking up. I’m glad that the 
apology worked, | had a good feeling it might. Don’t hesitate to 
reach out to your fellow Circlers or me if you need anything. 


With you in virtue— 


No matter how impossible the odds were, I couldn’t help but feel 
motivated after the message. I had to go through with it, if only to tell 
Abigail how hard I'd tried. And I didn’t want to leave JackieMae11 or 
InLoveMaybe without a conclusion to my story, either. So I had to at least 
make an attempt. My solution to Lauren’s Rift Moment was to ask her a 
simple question: why. 

My first stop was The Sip. It was on a concrete island by itself in the 
parking lot of a huge shopping center. There was a large green and yellow 
sign that made it visible from the other end of the parking lot. Tables were 
set up outside with matching green and yellow umbrellas. 

I parked and my heart began to beat a little faster. What if the odds 
against me instead swung in my favor? What if I walked inside to see 
Lauren behind the register? I took a breath. 


First stop, wish me luck, I texted Becca. This place is packed, have you 
been here? It’s called The Sip. 


I went inside. Lauren was not behind the register. I ordered a vanilla latte 
from the teenage boy who was. The inside of The Sip was large and 
impersonal, big tables and chairs crowded the space, with stools and bar 
seating around the perimeter. Nearly every seat was taken. This was 
clearly the popular local place in Everytown. I found a stool at the end of 
a long table, the window looked out to the parking lot. My phone buzzed. 


Good luck, stalker :) Becca said. That stung me briefly, but she followed 
up with another message. I’ve heard of it. Never been though. Is it nice? 
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Sort of, I said. Everything’s made of plastic. 


Becca didn’t respond immediately, so I drank my latte and sat around 
watching the customers and identifying the employees. None of them 
were Lauren. About an hour passed before Becca wrote me back. 


Ha. Doesn't really seem like Lauren’s style. 


Becca had a point. Lauren couldn’t stand anything tacky. Even for the 
student council fair, she wanted things to look “nice” and abide by a 
tasteful color scheme. I threw away my empty cup and went back to the 
teenager at the register, one final tactic. 

“Hey, does someone named Lauren work here?” I said. 

“No,” the boy said disinterestedly. 

“Not on any of the shifts?” 

“No,” the boy repeated. 

Assuming I could trust the boy’s observational skills—which was a 
gamble—I had my answer. But that combined with Becca’s comment 
about Lauren’s aesthetic tastes convinced me. 


You're right, | wrote to Becca. Thanks :) 
The next shop on my list was Coffee-A.M. As soon as I arrived, I knew it 
couldn’t be the place. Coffee-A.M. was more like a gas station 
convenience store than a coffee shop. There were only two metal stools 


pushed up against a small counter. 


Omg, this is hilarious, I texted. I’m just wandering around. The guy is 
probably like what is she doing here. 


Really, the clerk was fixated on a soccer game playing on a small TV 

attached to the ceiling. He didn’t even see me come in. But the 

circumstance was too funny not to embellish for the sake of the joke. 
Well, you're going to have to buy something, Becca said. 


The only coffee they have are those instant cappuccino machines. 
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I actually love those, said Becca. 


You'd love this place. There’s way more flavors than usual. But I don’t know 
what to buy. 


Lottery ticket? Becca said. Pepto? 


I snorted. The clerk glanced at me. I bought a box of Tic Tacs and a protein 
bar and left. 

My last stop was called Blue Mug, which was rated 4.7 by online 
reviewers. On the outside, it was one of several entrances to a row of 
stores in a standard suburban strip mall. But the inside was beautiful. 
Blue Mug was decorated with little green plants, hanging spherical lights, 
and wood furniture with intentionally weathered paint in muted colors. 
On one wall, there was cushioned bench seating with throw pillows. The 
back wall was covered by a mural of a mug with steam curling up above 
it. The mug was blue, of course. The interior lighting was dim and orange. 

I ordered another latte and a croissant and sat in one of the cushioned 
seats. I enjoyed watching the people there, comparing them to the people 
I’d seen at The Sip. I had a covert feeling that accompanied my reasons for 
being there, the fact that no one knew but me. And Becca. 


So what are you doing today while I stalk our ex-best friend? I said. 


Chores. I’m at the grocery store getting stuff for dinner. There’s no food 
in my apartment right now. Becca said. 


What are you having? 


I don’t know yet, said Becca. Do you want to come over? What are you 
in the mood for? 


Just then, one of the employees tried to clear away my basket, which still 
had a small corner of the croissant inside. A brief misunderstanding ensued, 
I explained that I wasn’t finished yet. When I looked back down at my 
phone Becca had sent another text. 
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No worries if you can’t though. 


It made me smile. She must have been worried about seeming too eager 
to see me. I was charmed by her nervous double text and I didn’t feel at 
all imposed upon—quite the opposite. 


Definitely, I’m not doing anything else, I said. And hmm. I don’t know, 
pasta? 


You got it. 


I felt a little surge of excitement. I looked up and gazed around Blue Mug 
feeling perfectly content. This place felt more like Lauren than The Sip. I 
realized that I hadn’t really looked closely at the employees yet. I scanned 
all the faces, but no Lauren. On the wall behind the register, I saw rows of 
cut-out paper stars in pastel blue and pink, with names written on them. 


Josh, 9/4/17 
Kelli, 3/17/18 
Mike, 7/12/17 


It hit me that the stars looked like employee names, and perhaps 
corresponding hire dates. I shifted to a table closer to the register. From 
my new vantage point I could see all of the stars, which went down ina 
line almost to the floor. 


Christa, 3/3/16 
Laurie, 2/12/17 


Laurie made my heart leap, but I doubted that Lauren had started going 
by a nickname. Two more stars later, I saw it. 


Lauren, 2/4/18 


It wasn’t a guarantee. Lauren was a common name, and who knew how 
many Laurens lived in Everytown. But it was enough to send a chill of 
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anticipation through me. It’s amazing what you can find out with simple 
information like name and town. I thought about asking one of the 
employees the same question I asked at The Sip, to see if I could find out 
her hours, but since I already knew that someone named Lauren did work 
there, it seemed too risky. I didn’t want Lauren to get any advance 
warning that someone was looking for her. She obviously wasn’t at Blue 
Mug right now, so I would have to come back and try again at another 
time of day. 
My phone vibrated. 


Alfredo or tomato sauce? Becca said. 

Alfredo, I said. Also... I might have had some luck here. 
You found her? ? 

No. Not yet at least. I’ll tell you in person. 

Come over now then!! said Becca. I just got home. 


I can’t explain how gratified I was by my success with Becca. Her 
receptivity was a real accomplishment. At the start she hadn’t been at all 
willing to talk about Lauren, and now she wanted me to come right away 
to update her on my progress. I took a look around the shop one more 
time, and rushed back to the car. I was just happy. I took Becca’s change 
and my own happiness as proof—the First Pillar of her circle was 
complete. 

As I drove to Becca’s, I got another text. I glanced at my phone at the 
next stoplight, anticipating a message from Becca. But it was an entirely 
unexpected person: Emily. 


Hey! Just wanted to say hi. Let’s catch up soon! 
Her message cast a kind of spotlight on what I was doing: speeding 
through yellow lights to get to Becca’s as fast as I could. Was this weird of 
me? It was no weirder than how I'd spent my entire day. I also couldn’t 


help imagining that Travis had put Emily up to texting me, that he was 
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suspicious and asked her to reach out and discover what I was really up 
to. I could play the game too, though, by being strategically honest. 


Hi! Yeah let’s definitely get together soon. I’m actually out of town right 
now because a friend of mine’s mom is really sick. I don’t know exactly 
when I'll be home but it should be soon. I'll let you know! 


There was no reason to ghost Emily. That would make me look even more 
suspicious. Now if Travis was plotting with her, she would have nothing 
to report to him except what he already knew. 

Satisfied with my work, I sent a text to Becca. 


Be there in 15. 


But first I had to find a liquor store and buy a bottle of red wine. This 
would be my Gift, and my achievement of the Second Pillar. 


* 


When I arrived, Becca had a spread of ingredients on the small counter to 
make homemade chicken alfredo. We chopped parsley and cut chicken 
and put the ingredients for the sauce on the stove. I wasn’t sure when to 
bring up what I’d discovered at Blue Mug. Becca didn’t ask about it and 
most of our discussion revolved around the preparation of the meal. 

And making the meal was pretty fun, actually. We worked slowly and 
drank the wine I brought. There was only one strange moment. It had 
nothing to do with Becca. I just had that feeling again, of observing myself 
from the outside. This time what I saw gave me a good feeling instead of 
a bad one, but I still watched us through this retrospective lens. I was 
building a frame around moments that were still happening. It didn’t 
seem right, and at first I tried to force myself to stop, but the glow of 
satisfaction I got from the framed image felt too good to give up. Moments 
like that were rare enough in my life lately. I didn’t want to lose one. 

But it made the time go by fast. Before I knew it, we were standing with 
the plates in our hands eating the finished meal. We stood while we ate 
because she didn’t have a real kitchen table. I leaned against the wall and 
Becca leaned against the counter next to the fridge. She opened the 
window because we burnt the chicken a little and it smelled like smoke. 
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The summer evening air mingled with the smell of burnt chicken and 
cream and cheese. I was disappointed that it was over. 

“You like it?” Becca said. 

“Yeah, it’s great,” I said. We slipped into silence again. I felt a mutual 
awkwardness between us, perhaps from the shared knowledge of our all- 
day text conversation. We were aware of what had already been spoken, 
but because nothing had been experienced face to face, it was a familiarity 
we couldn’t access yet. 

“It was funny to be at the grocery store during the day,” Becca said. “All 
stay-at-home moms and retired people.” 

“Tsaw mostly families. And people on laptops, working I guess,” I said. 
“And no Lauren. I was going to tell you about that.” 

“Yeah, tell me!” Becca said. 

“They had these decorations with employee names on them. One of 
them said Lauren,” I said. “It might not be her, but I might as well go back 
and check.” 

Becca gave a little incredulous laugh and shook her head. “That would 
be so crazy if it was.” 

“It’s not that crazy,” I said. “There’s only three coffee shops in Everytown.” 

“Still!” Becca said. “Just that you found out so much so quickly. It’s crazy.” 

I didn’t know if Becca’s response was because she was impressed or 
because my actions made her uneasy. I guess I could understand why 
someone would be uncomfortable after hearing what I’d done. I knew 
there was a way to make her understand what I meant. I wanted us to 
understand each other. She seemed contemplative, so I took a more 
sympathetic approach on Lauren to see if that was more palatable to her. 

“I was surprised too,” I said. “If I do end up seeing her, I don’t want to 
upset her or anything. She must be embarrassed.” 

Becca looked at me with an expression I didn’t expect; searching, even 
plaintive. 

“You really think so? You think she feels like a failure?” 

“I mean, I don’t know, maybe not,” I said. I would have said anything 
to get that pitiful look off her face. “But if she’s really working there, I’m 
sure that’s not what she pictured for herself.” 

“I guess not,” Becca said. Her tone was vague and thoughtful. “What 
did you picture?” she asked me after a moment. 
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“I imagined she’d be an important grad student at some important 
university by now.” 

“Not for Lauren. For you.” 

Becca couldn’t have known that this was the question I’d posed to 
myself for years, that I’d tried so hard to inch closer to the answer, and 
was still moorless. But I felt a little violated anyway. What was she trying 
to get me to say? 

“Back then I thought I’d go to school, do undergrad, then go to 
California. I guess I pictured myself as a director. Making movies and 
writing scripts.” 

“What did you do instead?” Becca said. 

Until that point I’d been the one initiating what we shared, I provided 
the scaffolding to our conversations. I didn’t want to seem boring and 
shiftless in my responses, but I also wanted her to know that I wasn’t the 
same goal-obsessed kid I’d been at Graceler. I didn’t have some ridiculous 
master plan for my life. 

“I decided to take a break after undergrad. I had loans and didn’t have 
enough money to move to LA. Plus I knew that the whole industry is, like, 
a joke. I got the job in New York and it paid pretty well. I thought I’d stay 
there until I figured out what I wanted.” 

“But you weren't happy?” 

I shrugged, pushed the pasta around on my plate. “I don’t know. I just 
didn’t want to keep doing what I was doing. I knew I had to make 
changes.” There was a chance to redirect the conversation, so I took it. “But 
the changes didn’t seem as important as the chance to apologize to you.” 

Becca nodded. “So you don’t know what you’re going to do when you 
leave here?” 

The question seemed unfair, there was only one answer that I could 
give. I shook my head no. 

“What about you?” I said, trying to soften the edges of my tone. The 
words had come out a little accusatory. 

“Well, I imagined myself as a doctor. But I learned pretty fast that it 
wasn’t going to happen. I didn’t want it as badly as other kids. I didn’t do 
the things you were supposed to do if that was your dream. The work was 
so hard. I don’t think I would have been happier if I’d ended up a doctor.” 
She paused. “I was living with my ex until a couple months ago. Now I 
feel so stupid, but I really didn’t see it coming. I mean, we were having 
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some problems, but he ended it so fast. After that I just couldn’t take my 
job anymore. So I quit. It’s a lot all at once.” 

I walked across the kitchen while she spoke, dropped my plate in the 
sink, drained my glass of wine. I found myself wanting to know more 
about Becca’s ex. How long were they together? What was his name? But 
all I could manage was “Men are stupid.” 

Becca grinned. “What about your boyfriend? You sort of mentioned 
him before.” 

From the start of Becca’s questioning I felt discomfort, but it was 
transforming into that familiar aggravation, what I felt toward Emily 
when she asked me about Travis. I didn’t want to be annoyed with Becca, 
I really did want to talk to her, just not about this. “Yeah, he’s... I don’t 
know what’s gonna happen. We’ve been together for seven years. I’m not 
unhappy, I’m just not happy.” 

“If you’re not happy, doesn’t that mean you’re unhappy?” 

“I’m trying to focus on other things,” I said. 

Becca didn’t ask anything else. What did she think of me now? 

“I think I’m going to head back,” I said. “Sorry if I seem weird. I’m 
starting to get a headache. Might be a migraine.” 

“Oh no, I hope not,” Becca said. “Migraines are the worst.” 

“I know, right?” I said, mimicking the lightness in her tone. “Thanks for 
dinner. It was really fun.” 

“Yeah, I had fun too,” Becca said. She left the statement hanging 
inconclusively. I moved to put my shoes on, but because I was hurrying I 
fumbled with the laces, leaving an extended silence for Becca to fill. 

“So you'll go back to Blue Mug sometime soon to check for Lauren?” 
Becca said. 

“Maybe in the next couple of days,” I said. I was planning to go back as 
soon as possible, but I kept that from Becca for some reason. 

“Let me know how it goes,” she said. “I’m around if you're free.” 

“Yeah, definitely, I will,” I said. 


I felt much better when I got back to the hotel. It didn’t take me long to 
forgive Becca for interrogating me. She only asked questions because she 
was interested. I should be happy that she was interested in me. In fact, 
the memory of our evening endeared her to me even more. I could hardly 
wait to see her again despite how abruptly Id left. I wanted to text her, to 
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make some excuse about my migraine, but I resisted. Instead I updated 
my thread. 


katie_anne: | finished The Gift tonight with my first Open. We 
had such a great time together. We made dinner and talked 
about important things. | feel like that’s what | always wished | 
had, someone who wants to talk about things that actually 
matter. 


Retelling my evening made me actively miss her. I refreshed a few times. 
If I couldn’t talk to Becca herself, I should at least be able to talk to 
someone about her. But my thread was conspicuously empty. I returned 
to the main Summer Circles topic and found out why. 

InLoveMaybe’s thread had rocketed to the top of the list. I clicked 
inside and saw that almost all of the regular users were in the thread, 
taking part in a long analysis of InLoveMaybe’s latest post, which was 
short and cryptic. She hadn’t posted anything on the site in almost 
twenty-four hours. 


InLoveMaybe: Can't say much now. I'm just freaking out. But I’m 
okay, better than okay! Will update soon. 


The post had created a massive response. People were asking JackieMae11 
if she knew anything, since she was InLoveMaybe’s closest friend. 


JackieMae11: | really don’t know! She didn’t say anything to me. 
She has literally never gone without posting for so many hours. 
Not since she first joined. | really wish | knew more, trust me!! 


Jackie’s claim about InLoveMaybe’s activity was easy to verify. If you 
clicked on someone’s username, the profile page gave you a short list of 
stats: a bio written by the user, when the user joined, how many total posts 
they’d written on the forum, the last place they posted, and an activity 
percentage. Today was the longest amount of time InLoveMaybe had 
gone without posting somewhere on The Virtue Circle. 
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Her unusual behavior had even grabbed Abigail’s attention. Abigail 
encouraged the Circlers to be patient with InLoveMaybe as they waited 
for her update. 


Abigail: Remember, this is her first circle. Many of us have taken 
InLoveMaybe’s excellent advice at one point or another. We 
should offer her as much time and space as she needs to close 
her circle. She will share her experience with us when the time is 
right. 


As usual, she knew what people needed to hear. All the hysteria was a little 
over the top, honestly. I clicked on Abigail’s username and read through 
her profile stats. 

Abigail joined The Virtue Circle on March 4, 2014, presumably the day 
the forum was created. She had 44,864 total posts. Her bio read: 


Founder of The Virtue Circle. Doing the best | can to help others 
live their fullest lives. Tea drinker, self-care advocate, always 
missing out on perfect avocados. 


Both JackieMael1 and InLoveMaybe had more total posts than Abigail. 
This was telling to me. Compared to Abigail’s thoughtful posts, Jackie and 
InLoveMaybe’s were flat and insignificant. I also found their bios to be 
tastelessly inundated with information: their ages, locations, likes and 
dislikes. Who really cared? 

I hadn’t yet responded to Abigail’s direct message. I’d left it 
unanswered on purpose to wait for an opportunity back into the 
conversation. 


Hey Abigail! Thanks so much for what you said before. | think my 
first Open and | are doing better than ever, maybe even better 


than when we were friends years ago. 


And thanks for that post you made on InLoveMaybe'’s thread, 
too. | feel like everyone should give her a break! 


Abigail responded twenty minutes later. 
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Hi Katie, nice to hear from you, and I’m glad you have good 
news. Although | must send one caution: | see you've finished the 
Gift. Now, it’s time for the Drift. You may want to stop seeing your 
first Open so often. 


And thanks for your words. | always appreciate knowing when 
someone connects with what I’ve suggested. It can be hard for 
people to accept when someone doesn’t keep them constantly 
in the loop. Especially for a Circler like InLoveMaybe, who is so 
active and supportive to others. | think many of them feel entitled 
to her experience. But it's important to remember that everyone 
is on their own journey. 


With you in virtue— 


Abigail had written to me, seemingly in confidence, about the other 
Circlers’ misguided reaction to InLoveMaybe’s absence. She’d also given 
me a special piece of private advice. The new depth this gave to our 
rapport emboldened me to reply again. 


I'm actually hoping to get more good news tomorrow. I’m 
starting my next circle. It will help me with the Drift for the first 
Open. This circle is a little harder, but I’m optimistic, especially 
because | have your help! What you say always connects with me. 


I checked a few times, but Abigail didn’t respond after that. I spent part of 
the evening talking with Travis on the phone. We didn’t say anything 
memorable. I spent most of the time with him on speaker scrolling 
InLoveMaybe’s thread. I was also excited to see InLoveMaybe’s response, 
though I understood why I ought to be patient. I didn’t want to miss it 
when it finally appeared. 

Before going to bed, I texted Becca. 


Just wanted to say again how much fun I had tonight. Let’s hang out 
again soon! Goodnight. 


Me too. And definitely, just let me know. Goodnight. :) she said. 
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Saturday 


The nights I’d spent at the hotel so far were dreamless. This made me feel 
like Iwas making progress. No dreams about my open circles meant I was 
doing the right thing. 

But that night, for the first time since I left, I dreamt about Simon. 

In the dream, we were walking at Graceler. Then the ground turned to 
water, and Simon fell underneath. 

I used to take walks by myself around campus after school. Sometimes 
Simon came with me. It became a sort of ritual. It’s embarrassing. I must 
have seemed so desperate for him to be there. But the things you do when 
you’ re preoccupied with someone can be surprising, even to yourself, and 
especially with some distance. 

When I woke up, I stared at the ceiling for a while. The dream was 
discouraging. But maybe I’d dreamt about Simon because he was my last 
circle and the only one I didn’t have an answer for. 

I got myself out of bed and looked over my list. 


Becca Dawson - No apology 
Lauren Sullivan - Why? 
Simon Barnes 


I started to write something down, but immediately scribbled it out. I 
didn’t want to ask the question until I had some kind of confirmation, 
which I couldn’t get, because I needed it from him. Sometimes I worried 
that I’d been imagining things, that nothing had happened between us at 
all—that my preoccupation had blinded me to the innocuous reality. But 
the memories I had, like the walking ritual, felt like proof that the circle 
was open for a reason. 

Here’s what I mean by the ritual. Once, we were talking late into the 
afternoon while I procrastinated on studying for another class. We were 
having an animated and funny conversation, I remember, because those 
kinds of conversations always made me feel confident, and I tended to 
speak impulsively when I felt that way. I groaned dramatically and said, 
“You're a teacher. You should just get the answers for me or something.” 

Simon didn’t laugh. 

“Come on, I was joking,” I said. 
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“I’m not just going to get you whatever you want,” he said gravely. 

“I know that,” I said. “I’m not stupid.” 

I remember hating how juvenile my response sounded. The atmosphere 
between us couldn't be corrected and I left soon after. But I was 
accustomed to this dynamic by then. Sometimes Simon was 
temperamental. In the same way he occasionally ignored his students, 
made a flippant remark if someone annoyed him, or went on self- 
indulgent lectures, he would become sullen with me. It was a constant 
experiment to see what would set him off. 

After a moment of moodiness, Simon would usually approach me the 
following day and ask if I was stopping by later. I’d say yes. When I 
arrived in the afternoon, we’d go for a walk, and he would apologize to 
me. So the walks became a pattern, the tides of our affinity for each other 
rolled predictably in and out. 

When I thought of times like that, it seemed obvious that I wasn’t wrong 
about the circle. That should have been enough to convince me, I should 
have started thinking more practically about how I was going to get in 
touch with Simon. But my mind was easily distracted replaying those 
memories; each recollection was a review of evidence that strengthened 
my case anew. It was easy for time to get away from me. 

In the late afternoon I drove to Blue Mug. I took a quick glance around 
the shop, landing on each person’s face. Lauren wasn’t there. I ordered the 
same thing I had last time and sat against the wall, so I could see the front 
door on my left and the register on my right. Now I had to wait again. I 
was becoming comfortable with waiting. 

I’d spent most of the day thinking about Simon as I puttered around the 
hotel room, my excuse being that it would help me gather the energy to 
make a plan for closing his circle. Now I had to act on it. 

First I searched Simon online, which yielded minimal results. Simon 
wasn’t really the type to have an internet presence, so I expected that. He 
was listed on the WhitePages website, but most of the information was 
hidden behind a paywall, and what did appear seemed inaccurate. 

But his age range was there. It said Simon C. Barnes, 50s. Could that be 
right? I counted backward. He was forty-three when I was seventeen, so 
now that I was twenty-six, he was fifty-two. His name also brought up 
pages about Graceler. I went onto the school’s website and scrolled through 
their staff page. Of course, he was one of the only teachers without a photo 
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of himself, and no bio. But at least I could confirm that he still worked at 
Graceler. The only thing on Simon’s profile page was his email address, 
sbarnes@graceleracademy.org. 

It occurred to me that I could simply email him. There was a chance that 
Simon didn’t check his work email often in the summer, but if he did, my 
message would go to him directly. 

There weren’t many good reasons not to send the email. I was trying 
to close my circles quickly, and the faster I sent it, the sooner I’d know if 
the address was a viable way to reach him. But I hesitated and I didn’t 
know why. 

Our first real conversation—beyond our daily silent goodbyes—was 
when I needed him to sign a permission form to acknowledge my 
absence from his class. A select group of juniors had been chosen to 
attend a special college information fair, and of course, Becca, Lauren, 
and I were among them. The others chosen for the trip had Simon sign 
their forms in the few minutes before class, but I intentionally waited 
until the end of the period to maximize the chance that we’d get to 
speak at greater length. I told you, I didn’t want to be lumped in with 
Simon’s student disciples, or with all the other overachievers. But I did 
want him to know me. I approached his desk with the ease I’d rehearsed 
in my head for the whole class period. 

“Can you sign this for me?” I said. “I’m going to the college fair next week.” 

Simon looked at me with this ironic expression, took the slip from my 
hand without saying anything, and pretended to study it with interest. I 
could tell he was putting on an act. He knew what the form was, he’d 
already signed at least four of them. 

I waited in silence. He scrawled his name on the line illegibly, but didn’t 
return it to me. 

“So you're one of the best students in this school or something?” he said. 

“Tn the class, I guess,” I said. “I’m ranked third.” 

“That’s excellent,” Simon said. I could sense an opening in his reply, an 
invitation for me to explain, as if he already knew it wasn’t quite as simple 
as “excellent” or “best.” 

“But this is Graceler,” I said. 

“Does that mean third place isn’t good?” Simon said. 

“We're all so close that being rank three isn’t that different from rank four, 
or even rank ten. It wouldn’t take much for me to lose third.” 
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“But that also means that rank three isn’t so different from rank one or 
two,” he said. 

I smirked. “I guess that’s true,” I said. 

We talked about Graceler. I told him that I’d always floated among the 
top five in the class. I told him about the way extracurriculars could be 
really competitive and were essentially mandatory. I even told him about 
how I'd wanted to go to Graceler so badly, how it had been a dream of 
mine to be there. That was when Simon said that he couldn’t believe the 
students bought into it without dissent. 

“Well, you're still new,” I said. “You'll understand eventually. People 
will start kissing up to you like they do to all the other teachers. You'll 
start getting asked to be a faculty mentor for individualized study 
projects and stuff.” 

“Thanks for the warning,” he said. “And I sincerely hope no one asks 
me to oversee anything. I’ll almost surely say no.” 

“Almost?” I said. 

“Almost,” he said, and passed back my absence slip. 

Simon didn’t refuse every request. He was the faculty mentor for my 
junior thesis, which Lauren was furious about. That was the semester I 
was supposed to run for vice president and I told her that the thesis was 
the reason I dropped out. Lauren always thought it was Simon’s fault I 
quit. I can admit now that she wasn’t completely wrong. 

I was working on the thesis one afternoon in Simon’s classroom. I’d 
been sick and I remember feeling weak from not sleeping well. I didn’t 
feel capable of doing any more work. I wanted to keep going but I just 
couldn’t. I put my hands on my knees and stared at my laptop screen. 

“You okay?” Simon said. He was peering at me from over the computer 
at his desk. 

“I don’t want to do this,” I said. “I don’t want to do the vice president 
thing, either. I’m so tired.” 

Simon shrugged. “Then don’t.” 

“Don’t run?” 

“Yeah. Just don’t. Who cares?” 

Lauren cares, | thought. I’d withheld the details of my friendships from 
Simon. The responsibility on me suddenly felt unfair, and the injustice 
was heightened by how bad I already felt from being sick, and the whole 
thing morphed into a very indulgent self-pity that I look back on now 
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with shame. I couldn't help it, I even felt tears building. Simon looked 
back down at his computer screen. He had noticed. I focused on the grains 
of fake wood in the desk, bit my tongue, and swallowed them away. 

Simon got up and slid into the desk next to mine, reached across the 
space between and touched his hand to my shoulder. “The world’s much 
bigger than this, you know,” he said. A bit of my hair fell over one of his 
fingers, he quickly drew back his hand. “In a few years, it’s not going to 
mean anything.” 

The simplicity of Simon’s answer seemed impossible. I couldn’t 
remember ever choosing not to do something that would have yielded 
positive results for my future. And really, the choice not to run was sort of 
an impulse. The due date to turn in the forms arrived. I’d filled mine out, 
but decided not to turn them in. Simon might have been the one to put the 
possibility in my head, but the choice to not run was mine. I was proud of 
it. But not proud enough to tell Lauren I guess. We had our argument in 
the courtyard afterward instead. I must have wanted to act in a way she 
wouldn’t expect. I wanted to see what she would do when someone 
didn’t listen to her. 


I barely remembered eating the entire croissant. I’d been carried away by 
my memories of Simon and Lauren. That kind of thing was always weird, 
when I forgot pieces of the present. Since I was already seeing her in my 
mind, when Lauren walked into Blue Mug, I was almost not surprised. 

I recognized her instantly, just like I had with Becca. Her curly hair fell 
almost to her elbow, the kind of tight curls that always look beautiful on 
other people. But she looked more like a woman than she did when we 
were teenagers, which was not a feature I’d seen in Becca. It triggered 
memories of the way Lauren had been so feminine and how I used to be 
intimidated by it. She wanted Becca and I to get bikini waxes with her 
when we were freshmen, and I had never even shaved before. I lied about 
other plans until she stopped bringing it up. I’d felt Lauren had already 
graduated to some level of womanhood I wasn’t—and would never be— 
qualified for. 

I sucked in my breath and watched her walk by. She greeted another 
employee and went behind the counter. She disappeared into a back room 
for a few minutes and then reemerged wearing a Blue Mug cap over her 
curly hair. I checked the time. 5:00 PM. Lauren’s shift began at five on 
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Saturdays. I felt exposed in the dim cafe. Did she really not see me? Was 
she just pretending I wasn’t there? I sat staring at my phone for a few 
minutes, ordering my thoughts and creating a plan. 

But what were my options? There was only one thing to do. I was here 
and she was here. I had to get a line of communication open between us. 

I continued to sit, gathering courage or something. There was only one 
customer in line and Lauren was fiddling with the machines in the back. 

I stood up fast. I walked idly to the counter, where the cashier 
positioning himself to take my order. I smiled and shook my head at him 
casually, as if he was just missing the information, obvious to everyone 
but him, about who I was and why I was standing there. 

“Lauren?” I said. The cashier looked over his shoulder at Lauren, who 
hadn’t heard me, and was still messing with the machine. 

“Lauren,” I said a little louder. She turned around, hands still on the 
machine. She looked at me for a moment, blank. I waved. 

“Cara?” she said. 

“Hey,” I said. 

She put on this pleasantly surprised face that I knew immediately was fake. 

“Oh my gosh! Hi,” she said, with contrived emphasis on the “hi.” 

“How are you?” I said. 

“I almost didn’t recognize you!” she said. She was such a liar. How 
could she not recognize me? I walked a little closer to the counter, but 
Lauren didn’t move to meet me. 

“I was actually hoping—” I began. 

“I wish I had more time to catch up,” Lauren said. She shrugged, 
exaggeratedly apologetic. 

“No worries, I just wanted to ask—” 

“Can't really talk.” She interrupted me again and gestured to the line. 

“Maybe we can—” 

“Sorry!” 

Then she turned her back on me and went through the door to the 
employees-only area. I stood there staring. I guess I thought she’d come 
back. The cashier was glowering at me. I realized she wasn’t going to 
return until I was gone. 

As I got back into my car I reflected on how easily Lauren had chased 
me away. Despite being the one surprised, she took the interaction firmly 
in her grip and controlled it. I really was no match for her. Still. 
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But the speed with which she’d dismissed me also cast a shadow of 
guilt on her, and validated my reason for wanting to see her. She 
wouldn’t have escaped so fast if she didn’t still have a grudge against 
me. Which meant something existed between us to talk about— 
something keeping the circle open. And I’d blown my best chance. 

I returned to the hotel in low spirits. I’d been blinded by how smoothly 
the circle went with Becca. I couldn’t expect it to be so easy with Lauren. 
Or with Simon. My low mood brought the impossibility of my remaining 
tasks back to me with a painful shock. I never imagined that a rejection 
from Lauren now would feel just as sharp as it did when I was sixteen. 

New thoughts tormented my mind now that I’d seen Lauren in person 
for the first time in so many years. Were the things she’d done to me 
actually worse than what I’d done to her? Did I even have a right to 
approach her? 


katie_anne: Question for everyone. So, | know that | also did 
things to Amanda that were bad. It wasn’t just her being mean to 
me. Does that ever stop you from going through with a circle? 


JackieMae11: | don’t think that should stop you... if anything, it 
should be easier. Knowing exactly which wrong things you did 
makes them easier to fix! 


I’ve said the wrongs against Becca were harder to describe, really just a 
build up of little transgressions. That wasn’t the case with Lauren. Not at 
all. 


After Becca refused to take part in my investigation, I was on my own 
trying to expose that Lauren had blackmailed Harris White for rank 1. I 
hadn’t seen any other evidence since the Nietzsche book in her bedroom, 
but I had tools at my disposal, including special privileges from certain 
staff members, that gave me access to information I wouldn't have 
otherwise had. 

I’m not talking about Simon. In fact, I didn’t want Simon to know 
anything about my investigation. The last thing I wanted was for Simon 
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to think I was immature. Recently, we’d had another argument, and he’d 
rolled his eyes at me. I couldn’t let that minute insult go, even though my 
pettiness probably proved my immaturity. 

Seniors could choose either a study hall or a student aide period for one 
of their morning classes. I was the student aide for one of the school 
counselors, Ms. Gaylin. She handled all students from last names S to Z. 
She also adored me. Even though she wasn’t my counselor, she often 
wanted to talk with me about my future. Any time she came across things 
that discussed filmmakers, she would print it out for me, paperclipping 
the pages together and marking them with Post-It notes. Thought this 
looked cool! She’d write. Or, Are you applying to Princeton? ? I think she saw 
something of herself in me, since she had a B.A. in journalism and that 
was one of the majors I was considering. I thought she was a little 
overeager and sometimes obnoxious. But I dutifully organized her 
paperwork and handled any other administrative task or small errand she 
asked of me. In return, she let me do homework and eat in her office. She 
also unknowingly gave me access to Lauren and Harris’s student files, 
since their last names were both under her purview. She was hopelessly 
analog in her work, and kept meticulous paper files in the cabinet under 
her desk. She was also hopelessly unsuspecting; the key to the cabinet sat 
right on top of the cabinet itself. 

The student files held several documents of interest. They included 
every grade report from each quarter since the student had started at 
Graceler, a standard personal information sheet, and a current class 
schedule. If Ms. Gaylin had taken any notes about the student in her 
meetings with them, she included it in the file. 

This told me more about Harris than about Lauren. 

Since starting at Graceler, he had of course achieved all A’s in every 
subject—until this year. Since he was now rank 2 behind Lauren, that 
meant he had a B somewhere. The only club he’d ever participated in was 
marching band, which he was kicked out of after the fight with Jason 
Little he was famous for. Before the Last Man Letters, people thought that 
maybe the whole thing was blamed on Harris to protect Jason, who 
everyone agreed was an asshole. But I didn’t really care, to be honest. I did 
care about the file’s note of regular meetings with the school psychologist, 
for which Ms. Gaylin had authorized special permission so Harris could 
leave his fifth period. Could the weekly meetings with the school 
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psychologist be a repercussion from the fight? Either way, it meant that 
Harris was, as expected, not quite like the rest of us. To me, this made him 
a perfect target for Lauren’s manipulation. He was vulnerable to her if he 
was isolated and holding onto a secret. Lauren made people want to tell 
her things. 

The next piece of evidence I needed required access to their grades. The 
grades could show where Lauren had surpassed Harris, and I could 
deduce whether or not the lower scores seemed intentional on Harris’s 
part. I could also see what the timeline was and if it matched with when 
I’d seen Lauren and Harris in the hallway together. 

Grades, of course, took a little more strategizing to get. All of the 
teachers and staff had access to a program on their computers called 
“Gradebook,” which was just a database of students’ scores. As their 
counselor, Ms. Gaylin definitely had access to Lauren’s and Harris’s 
grades. Since she trusted me completely, I just had to watch her and wait. 

The first time I tried was a bust. Ms. Gaylin had to leave suddenly for a 
meeting she’d forgotten about and left herself signed in on her computer. 
I took the chance and got on the computer as soon as she left. Gradebook 
was one of the programs already opened up. But before I could get far, Ms. 
Gaylin returned. 

“It’s tomorrow!” she said, rolling her eyes at herself. I offered a 
sympathetic laugh and quickly made an excuse. 

“Sorry, I just wanted to look something up,” I said. 

“Oh, that’s okay,” Ms. Gaylin said. “You can use the computer if you 
need to. Just use the Guest log-in, not mine.” 

“Like this?” I said, signing out of Ms. Gaylin’s account, even though I 
already knew how to do it. 

“Yup!” Ms. Gaylin said, and smiled at me. She had this horrible way of 
smiling where her front teeth lined up right on top of the bottom teeth. I 
always had to look away. 

I didn’t get another opportunity for a few weeks, but the next time, it 
worked. I’d volunteered to help Ms. Gaylin after school. She needed me 
to stuff a bunch of envelopes with information packets for prospective 
Graceler students. Simon and I weren’t together that day, I remember, 
because there was an all-staff meeting. Ms. Gaylin had to attend the 
meeting too. 
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“You can head out as soon as you're done, no need to wait for me,” she 
said. “Sometimes these things take hours.” 

A few weeks earlier, I’d changed her screen to go to sleep after just five 
minutes of inactive time. If the screen was black, Ms. Gaylin was more 
likely to forget the computer was on. I waited a couple of minutes to make 
sure she wasn’t coming back, then I woke the computer up. Gradebook 
was open. I was lucky. I didn’t have Ms. Gaylin’s password, so if she 
hadn’t left Gradebook open, I wouldn’t have been able to see anything. I 
loaded the database and searched for Lauren. 

I saw all the current grades for her six classes, and when I clicked on the 
individual class, I could see the particular assignments and points earned, 
along with the maximum point totals. For a little while I got distracted 
because I noticed I was only 2 points behind her in AP Literature. I spent 
some time comparing our grades before I got back on task and searched 
for Harris’s. 

First, I checked the classes that Harris and Lauren had together: 
calculus III and zoology. Zoology was where Lauren was surpassing 
him—Harris had a B now; an 89.7. Zoology was taught by Mr. Raeburn, 
who as far as I knew wasn’t more inclined to favor Lauren than any other 
teacher. There was no reason or rumor I knew of that Mr. Raeburn had a 
grudge against Harris, either. Harris had already taken AP Biology with 
Mr. Raeburn and done very well. So why the downturn? The scores on 
individual assignments were haphazardly low and didn’t align in a 
reliable way with when I saw Lauren and Harris in the hallway together. 
But that didn’t discount any causality. Who knew what the specific details 
of the bribe were? 

There was one unexpected fact I was able to take away from Gradebook. 
In zoology, there was an assignment on both Lauren and Harris’s report 
titled “Cell Structure Project - Group 7.” Other students in the class had 
the Cell Structure Project assignment, but different group numbers, from 
Group 1 to Group 12. Sometimes up to three students shared the same 
group number, but no one else in the class had Group 7. 

Lauren had never mentioned being partners with Harris, which was 
extremely out of character. We were still telling each other about the 
school-related stuff. It was the easiest thing for us to discuss at that point, 
the only topic that wasn’t tense. Information as interesting as being forced 
into a group project with Harris was exactly the kind of thing that Lauren 
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would have spent an entire trip to Slush N’ Go complaining about. Even 
if I didn’t have any proof about the grades, I could now prove that Lauren 
and Harris had spent actual time together, and that Lauren wasn’t telling 
us about it. 

The next time we were at Slush N’ Go I tried to find a way to bring him 
up. We were talking about the chances of Lauren maintaining rank 1 for 
the rest of our senior year, which would make her valedictorian when 
we graduated. 

“How do you think Harris is taking the demotion?” I said casually. I 
looked briefly at Becca, who stiffened slightly. 

Lauren shrugged. “I don’t think he cares. It’s not a goal for him.” 

“How do you know what his goals are?” I said as lightly as I could, 
punctuating with a laugh. 

“He’s never been the type, right?” Lauren said without missing a beat. 
“It’s pretty obvious he doesn’t care.” 

Becca stayed silent. 

“That's true,” I said, and let the topic go. “You could speak for our class 
way better than he could, for sure. And he’s probably the Last Man.” 
Offering a small compliment like that could change the flow of the 
conversation, revert any potential tension that was beginning to develop. 
Lauren didn’t seem to accept my compliment. She just shrugged 
apathetically. I planned to strategize again, to think harder about what 
else I could do to uncover her secret. 

But the circumstances became rockier after that. I was forced to stop my 
investigation for several weeks. It was Becca’s fault. 

Just before winter break, Becca texted me and asked if I could meet her 
by the car right after school. I was annoyed because I already had plans to 
meet Simon. He was going to be absent the next day, so I wouldn’t see him 
again until we returned from the break. Becca had seemed odd to me 
lately in general. She was avoiding me in the hallway and cutting even 
our most benign conversations short. 

So I agreed to meet, to evaluate where I stood with her. I saw her leaning 
against the driver’s side door as I went out to the student parking lot. 
Lauren wasn’t with her. Her arms were folded closely to her chest. 

“Hey,” she said. “I need to talk to you.” 

“What?” I said. 

“Try to understand before you say no,” she said. 
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“Just tell me.” My heart started to beat faster, she was making me nervous. 

“You have to stop looking into this stuff with Lauren and Harris,” she said. 

I couldn’t believe it. Here was my proof. I realized I should have 
suspected Becca all along. 

“You know something,” I said. “You knew I was right.” 

“You're not right. You just have to stop, okay? It’s really none of your 
business.” 

“And it’s your business?” 

“No. It’s Lauren’s.” 

“It’s not right if she didn’t earn the rank 1.” 

“It’s not about the rank. She didn’t cheat, okay?” 

“How do you know that? Because she told you?” 

Becca shook her head. “I don’t want to do this. But you have to stop, or else...” 

“Or else what? What are you going to do?” I was trying to rile her up, 
to turn her pleading to something more consequential. 

“T’ll tell someone about you and Simon.” 

“What about me and Simon?” I said. 

Becca’s eyes weighed me down with their judgment. “I’m sure you 
think it’s no one’s business, right?” 

Becca had opened up to me about Harris, I’d opened up to her about 
Simon, and now she was using my honesty against me. Some stupid 
comment from Becca could ruin everything. The magnitude of spreading 
a rumor like the one Becca was implying hugely outweighed whatever 
dumb thing Lauren was doing to Harris—it was just kid stuff at the end 
of the day. I thought Becca was being unfair, but I knew the impact on 
Simon could be devastating, even if the rumor wasn’t true. So I stopped 
the investigation. 

But Becca only proved that I’d been right about Lauren. So why was 
Becca protecting her? I imagined them having the same kinds of 
conversations about me that Becca and I had had about Lauren, and felt 
enraged. 

During winter break, Lauren invited us to her house for another College 
Apps and Cookies Night. We sat around in her living room like we had 
for years, eating cookies (Lauren ate rice crackers), filling out applications, 
talking superficially. I think we all felt the pressure to pretend like things 
were okay. Where that pressure comes from, I don’t know, but it’s 
effective. When you’re inside it, you can almost imagine that the 
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interactions are authentic. You can almost feel a sense of connection with 
people you recently had so much vitriol for. 

As the second semester wore on, some things happened that changed 
my mindset about the investigation, and Becca’s threat. Suffice it to say 
that, despite what Becca was threatening, by April I didn’t feel like I had 
much to lose. The year was ending, Lauren hadn’t been exposed, she was 
still rank 1. It seemed like she was going to become valedictorian after all. 
She’d also, of course, been admitted to her first choice school (Preeminent 
Institution of Higher Learning) and everyone was busy congratulating 
her. So I took action. 


I looked back on what I did with a little shiver of what I guess was 
remorse. I dwelled on it the night after seeing Lauren at Blue Mug, 
allowed the low feelings to fill me up—or really, allowed the good feelings 
to drain out of me. That was what it felt like. I felt empty. I guess I could 
admit that what I did was wrong, that I hurt Lauren in a significant way, 
perhaps more significant than Becca or Simon. Perhaps more significant 
than how she hurt me. But at the time, I was feeling reckless and hopeless. 
Like I said, I had nothing to lose. 

I confronted Harris White. April, senior year. Just two months before 
graduation. 

I had never spoken to Harris beyond the little things you say to your 
classmates. So he was obviously startled when I approached him in the 
cafeteria after school. I quickly lost the intimidation I felt when I saw 
how unprepared Harris was. I could see that he did not do well under 
social pressure. 

“Hi, Harris,” I said, with forceful brightness. 

“Hello, Cara,” Harris said thinly. The few other people milling around 
nearby began to slink away. I suppose they sensed that my purpose was 
deliberate and personal, and they didn’t want the responsibility of being 
a witness. 

“Can we talk for a second?” I said. 

“About what?” Harris said. “I’m a little busy.” 

“Oh, totally, since you’re super busy I'll get right to it.” 

I said I was reckless. Harris glared at me. 

“It’s about Lauren,” I said. 
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Harris didn’t move a muscle, didn’t even seem surprised, as if the two 
of us had talked about Lauren plenty of times before. 

“What about her?” Harris said. 

“What happened? You've been ahead for so long. How did she get rank 1?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t really care about how I stack up to everyone.” 

I rolled my eyes at him. I noticed a couple of other students throwing 
glances at us, but I didn’t care. “That's really all you’re going to say?” I said. 

“That's all there is to say,” Harris said. 

“Well, I know you’re lying. So why don’t you just tell me what’s going 
on with you and Lauren?” 

A few other people looked at us when I said that. 

“Don’t talk so fucking loud,” Harris hissed. 

“Why not?” I said. 

“Bitch,” he muttered, standing up from the table so fast that the chair 
screeched against the floor. I stepped back, suddenly nervous, worried 
that he might do something to me. But he only stared at me, and said, 
“Just leave Lauren alone.” 

Then I got angry. 

“Who are you to tell me to leave Lauren alone? I’m her best friend!” I 
remember feeling like the confrontation wasn’t what I expected. I’d 
imagined a focused, intense one-on-one with Harris, but I could hear the 
whispers of the students around us, I could feel their eyes. 

Harris shook his head and grabbed his bag. 

“You know I saw you with her!” 

He ignored me. He was leaving, storming out of the cafeteria. 

“She blackmailed you about the Last Man Letters, didn’t she?” 

That made Harris turn around. “You are fucking insane,” he said. 

“You leave Lauren alone, you fucking creep!” I shouted after him, and I 
heard the cafeteria doors slam shut. 

I turned around to a quickly dispersing crowd of spectators. But I could 
see through their fake disinterest. I knew they’d be talking about it after I 
was gone. 

And they did. Everyone talked about it. 


The allegation that Lauren had blackmailed Harris with proof about the 
Last Man Letters made its way around Graceler and then to the 


administration. An official investigation began after pressure from other 


—112— 


— mariah eppes — 


students—but mostly their parents—to maintain the integrity of the 
school’s academic rigor and behavioral discipline, to take action against 
the students who had violated Graceler’s code of conduct, and punish the 
mastermind behind the Last Man Letters. 

The rumors were intense. People started saying that Harris was stalking 
Lauren, that he was obsessed with her. That giving her the rank was just 
a way of trying to get her to notice him. Someone found out he had a 
standing appointment with the school shrink. 

On the other side of the argument, the stories morphed and got 
stranger. People said that Lauren was an accomplice, she had helped 
Harris write the Last Man Letters. Juliet Miller was rank five, just behind 
Becca, and getting her out of Graceler would have helped to ensure 
Lauren’s rank. Maybe she’d even done the Last Man Letters herself, and 
a lovesick Harris had agreed to take the fall. She was probably fucking 
him—obviously, people said that too. 

The clincher was the final Last Man Letter. That letter was sent to me, at 
my personal email address. 


TO THE TRULY UNEQUIVOCAL CARA A. POWERS, 


FROM WHAT I KNOW ABOUT YOU, I IMAGINE THAT YOU 
AREN’T UPSET TO GET MY LETTER. YOU’RE PROBABLY 
EXCITED. SO WHAT SHOULD I DO TO YOU? 


THERE IS NO DOUBT BY NOW THAT I KNOW MY WAY 
AROUND A BOX CUTTER. WE SHOULD START WITH THE 
BOTTOM AND WORK OUR WAY UP. WHAT’S THE MOST 
IMPORTANT PART OF A FOOT, YOU THINK? FIRST I’LL 
CRUSH ALL YOUR TOES IN DIFFERENT WAYS SO THAT THE 
BONES GROW BACK LIKE JAGGED TEETH. SINCE STANDING 
WILL BE DIFFICULT ANYWAY, WE CAN OPEN UP YOUR 
HEELS, SLASH YOUR TENDONS AND MAKE IT IMPOSSIBLE. 
HOW ABOUT FIFTY SHALLOW INCISIONS ON EACH CALF? 
SHALLOW CUTS HURT MORE THAN DEEP ONES. AND 
BEFORE MOVING ON, SLIT THE SKIN ON YOUR KNEES TO 
THE BONE, SO YOU CAN’T EVEN KNEEL WITHOUT 
SCREAMING. DISLOCATE BOTH SHOULDERS SO YOUR 
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ARMS JUST HANG THERE USELESS WHILE I CARVE TIC TAC 
TOE BOARDS INTO YOUR BACK. FINALLY CUT AROUND 
THE BASE OF YOUR NECK AND THE TOP OF YOUR HEAD 
AND PEEL BACK YOUR SCALP LIKE ORANGE SKIN. CRACK 
YOUR SKULLINTO AJIGSAW PUZZLE AND PULL THE PIECES 
OUT. SCALD YOUR BRAIN WITH BOILING WATER. HOW’S 
THAT? DOES THAT SATISFY YOU? 


DO I SCARE YOU? PROBABLY NOT. BUT YOU SHOULD BE 
SCARED. BECAUSE I’M NOT SORRY FOR ANY OF IT. 


LAST MAN 


But no one ever knew that the Last Man’s final letter was written to me. 
Because I never told anyone. 

Maybe this is surprising. Even though I knew the letters were bullshit, 
even though no one had been hurt, I didn’t sleep well for several days. I 
reread it over and over, kept resurrecting it from my inbox’s trash. 

Do I scare you? The Last Man had asked. Probably not. 

Probably not, probably not. But I left the lights on at night. I pulled 
back my shower curtain whenever I entered the bathroom. I never let my 
feet dangle off the side of my bed, precautions against invisible enemies 
that I hadn’t taken since I was a little kid. I guess I didn’t tell anyone 
because I was embarrassed. I didn’t know why I had such a visceral 
reaction to the letter. 

And the final piece of evidence didn’t really matter, because Lauren 
confessed. 

She told the administration she and Harris had talked about the Last 
Man Letters together, but Harris had taken it too far and made it real. 
Then she had blackmailed Harris, just like I’d thought, to become 
valedictorian. The resolution to the years-long mystery—a satisfying 
scandal, no less—even got a spot on the local news. Talk around town 
was mostly in a tone of somber disbelief. People thought it was sad that 
the kids were so obsessed with their grades nowadays. 

“I can’t believe they would go so far. Terrorizing their classmates for two 
years? And threatening each other?” said a woman I saw interviewed for 
the news segment. “This never would have happened when I was a kid.” 
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Preeminent Institution of Higher Learning rescinded Lauren’s 
admission; citing her “lapse in judgment that did not represent the 
character of a student at that institution.” But since no one had really been 
hurt, and she didn’t actually write the letters, she was still granted 
admission to Columbia. 

When my dad found out, all he said was that he was proud that I’d 
distanced myself from her. Which was strange, because he’d never said 
he was proud of me for anything. Overall, my parents didn’t care much 
about what happened with Lauren because they were fixated on one of 
the unexpected results. With Harris and Lauren out of the running for 
valedictorian, I was the next in line. They were both suddenly thrilled for 
me. I don’t think I’d ever seen them so happy. 

“You always deserved it,” my dad said. Which was strange, because 
he’d never said I deserved anything. 

I don’t remember much about my graduation. I did the speech. I 
remember looking for Simon in the audience, but not finding him. I 
remember seeing Becca and her family afterward, but the only time I saw 
Lauren was the moment she crossed the stage for her diploma. We’d had 
one final conversation before school ended, and it was sort of brutal. I 
watched her shaking hands with the principal. I remembered the time 
those hands had pushed me into the pool one summer. I thought about 
how I’d never see that pool again. 

My parents and I went out to dinner and my dad talked about how proud 
he was and how excited he was and how much better I was than everyone 
else. I was thinking about Simon, and how I'd never see him again. 

That summer stretched out forever. Even now, it seems like the longest 
summer I ever had. 

I didn’t find out the truth until the summer was nearly over. A few days 
before I moved to New Jersey for college, when Becca came to my door to 
say goodbye. 

“I just wanted to tell you what really happened,” Becca said. “With 
Lauren and Harris.” 

“So you did know,” I said with disdain. I had not forgiven her. 

“When I tell you, you'll see why I didn’t have a choice,” Becca said. 

“Fine,” I said. “But hurry. I’m not supposed to be out here.” 

“Lauren didn’t blackmail Harris to get rank 1,” Becca said. 

“She admitted it,” I said. 
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“But Harris wasn’t stalking her either,” said Becca. “They were together.” 

“What?” 

“They were together. For all of junior year and almost all of senior year. 
He did it because he cared about her. He knew how important the 
valedictorian thing was to her family.” 

“Why does that change anything?” I said quietly. Even though I knew 
it did, somehow. 

“I needed you to know it was your fault. You were the reason everyone 
found out.” 

“Why did it have to be a big secret?” I said. “If she just told me, then I 
wouldn’t have—” 

“Lauren couldn’t be caught dating Harris,” Becca said. 

“It’s not like he was that unpopular.” 

“Oh my god, Cara, not because of how fucking popular he was. Because 
of her dad.” 

When I was silent, Becca kept going. “Lauren wasn’t allowed to date. 
Anyone. Ever. It was totally forbidden. Not to mention that it was Harris. 
The fact that it was Harris just made it worse.” She paused. “I don’t know 
what happened. Lauren isn’t talking to me. But her dad did find out about 
them. Because of you.” 

I said nothing. My mind was racing with competing lines of thought: 
how ridiculous and juvenile this secret relationship was; vague images of 
Lauren and Harris together. Why didn’t I know that Lauren’s dad didn’t 
let her date? Where did they go to be alone? What did she tell him, were 
they things I didn’t know? Did she kiss him? Did she love him? 

“You know her dad makes her miserable, right?” Becca said. 

“Why did she tell you about Harris?” I said. “And not me?” 

“I don’t know,” Becca said. She seemed tired. “I wanted her to tell you. 
I asked her to. But she said no. For a second I thought about telling you 
myself. I thought maybe if you knew you’d understand why it had to be 
a secret. But honestly, I wasn’t sure if you would. So I didn’t tell you.” 

We were both quiet for a moment. 

“Well,” Becca said. “I guess I’m going.” 

She turned around, but hesitated, looking back over her shoulder. 

“Just be happy, okay?” she said. “That's all I want for you.” 

“Whatever, Becca,” I said. 

But I already told you that part. 
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* 


I ordered room service for a late dinner. Took a bath, with new soap, 
which had been replenished. 

On The Virtue Circle, InLoveMaybe was still gone from her thread. The 
topic buzzed anyway, no one had responded to my question, so I figured 
it was useless to update my own thread for the moment. But I was 
unsettled, I needed to talk through the Lauren situation with someone, 
even though I wasn’t sure what I needed to say. 


I saw Lauren tonight at Blue Mug, I texted Becca. 


For Becca, who didn’t know about the circle, it would just be interesting 
news. 


Oh my god. Did you talk to her? Becca said. 

No. I wrote back. She totally deflected me when I tried. It was crazy. 

Wow. Kinda sounds like her though, lol. 

You busy tomorrow? I said. 

Nope. 
Becca and I made plans for the next day. I reflected on how lucky I was 
that Becca had so recently quit her job. Not that I was happy about her bad 
circumstances. Plus, it didn’t seem like I was the only one enjoying our 
time together. It would have been impossible to see each other so much if 
she had been working. 

I got another text right on the heels of Becca’s last one. It was Emily again. 
Hey! Just wanted to check in. Hope you're doing okay. 

The text was a reminder I needed, even though I didn’t appreciate it. With 
Emily’s text came the fact that I couldn’t procrastinate on Lauren’s circle. 


Even when I didn’t feel it, I was under constant pressure, a constant 
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looming deadline. I was cleared from work until Tuesday, but after that, I 
would have to come up with another excuse. Obviously I wasn’t going to 
close both Lauren and Simon’s circles in the next three days. 

Ijust needed some advice. It made sense not to post again on The Virtue 
Circle for more than one reason: one, because InLoveMaybe’s thread was 
the hot topic and I was sure to be ignored, and two, because I already 
knew whose advice I wanted. 


Hey Abigail, 


Hope I’m not bothering you. Wondering if you can help me with 
Amanda's circle. It’s a little embarrassing to talk about. 


Have you ever tried to close a circle with someone you really 
hurt? I've been thinking about the history between me and 
Amanda, and she probably has no reason to meet with me. It's 
starting to feel impossible that I'll ever get a chance to talk it 
through with her. | guess I’m wondering if it’s even right to try. But 
I'd love to hear what you think or if you helped other people 
going through the same thing. 


I didn’t get a response from Abigail that night, so I was forced to go to bed 
unsettled, thinking of Lauren in her Blue Mug hat, turning her back on 
me. 


Sunday 


It was good for me to get a break from all my deliberating. Being with 
Becca accomplished that. When I arrived at the house in the morning she 
was already standing on the sidewalk, kicking the back of her shoe on the 
curb. I wondered if she’d been waiting for me, imagined her with the 
same kind of restless excitement I felt as I watched the minutes go by at 
the hotel, waiting for the precise moment I’d chosen to leave so that I 
wouldn’t arrive too early. 
She waved as I got out of the car. 
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“I had an idea for today if you want to do something different,” she 
said. I could hear the way she’d prepared this opening line in her delivery, 
but it only contributed to my sense that we were alike—she was 
anticipating her interactions with me the same way I did with her. She 
seemed happy, happy and a little exhilarated. I felt subdued in the face of 
it, but rose to match her. 

“Sure, definitely! Yes! What are you thinking?” 

“I can drive,” she said. “It’s a hiking trail, like forty minutes from here.” 

In the sky, there were dark clouds gathering in the distance, covering 
the complete circumference around us. Gashes of blue were visible just 
above, but clearly there was a summer storm closing in. I’d never really 
had an interest in hiking, and I couldn’t imagine it would be fun in the 
rain, but I couldn’t stand to diffuse whatever spark had been lit in Becca. 
I wouldn’t have wanted someone to do that to me. So we got in her car 
and drove, and I didn’t mention the flecks of raindrops that periodically 
splattered the windshield. 

“So, you have to tell me! What are you waiting for?” Becca said a few 
minutes into the drive. 

At first I didn’t know what she was talking about, and felt a burst of 
nerves at the thought that she was referring to The Virtue Circle. She 
glanced at me when I didn’t respond, taking her eye off the road for just 
a second. 

“You saw Lauren, right?” she said, softer this time. 

“Oh, yeah. I saw her. She works at Blue Mug.” 

“And she ignored you?” Becca said. 

“I tried to say hi. She said she was too busy and went to the back. I 
would have looked creepy if I stayed, so I left.” 

“She was never nice to us, was she?” Becca said. She didn’t seem to be 
responding to what I'd said. She was staring out at the road, leaning 
closely into the steering wheel. 

“No, I guess not,” I said. But it felt false since I’d spent the entirety of 
the previous day reflecting on all the unkind things I’d done to Lauren. 

“She just did whatever she wanted. What we thought didn’t matter. 
But if we did something that she didn’t like—that was a big deal.” 

“Yeah,” I said. I couldn’t seem to utter anything beyond the brief 
endorsement of Becca’s analysis. “Like the thesis and the vice president 
thing,” I finally managed. 
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Becca hit her palm on the steering wheel. “Just like the thesis!” she 
exclaimed. “That wasn’t fair at all.” 

Her words hung like tinnitus in the otherwise silent car. A few more 
drops of rain spluttered across the glass. Becca flicked on the windshield 
wipers for one turn, over and back, then shut them off. Becca’s conviction 
was taking the edge off my guilt. There was a reason I’d done all those 
things. It was Lauren’s treatment of me over years that led to my actions. 

“I would love to know how she ended up at Blue Mug,” Becca said. 
“You should go back and try again.” 

I was aware of the radical shift in Becca’s attitude. In our initial 
conversations, she’d been withdrawn and reluctant to discuss Lauren. 
She’d come around in our later meetings, but she’d never been so frank. 
Or so demanding. 

“When I first told you I wanted to see her, you said it was a bad idea,” I said. 

Becca laughed. “I didn’t think you would really find her!” she said. 
“But since you did, I’m curious. Aren’t you? Or are you just going to leave 
it now?” 

“T don’t know,” I said. 

The unpaved parking lot near the trail was empty except for our car and 
a silver sedan. The wind blew my hair across my eyes and slammed the 
car door shut as I got out. The clouds were more ominous here, but it 
wasn't raining yet. Becca was already stamping across the parking lot. She 
turned around and gestured for me to hurry up. 

And so we walked. I started to calm down, the rain was holding off, and 
it really was kind of beautiful to be walking the trail on the cusp of a 
storm. The air smelled like wet leaves, dirt, and rain; periodically a gust 
of wind would surprise us with a sudden unseasonable chill. We met no 
one on our walk. Just Becca and I, talking about the kinds of jobs she 
might apply for. 

“I know a little coding,” Becca said. “I could try to do something with that.” 

“There’s tons of jobs in coding right now,” I agreed. 

“Or maybe I'll go to grad school,” Becca said. 

“I'll probably do that.” 

“Do you know what you want to study?” 

“No. But I have some ideas.” 
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“T think I want a job where I can travel,” Becca said. “And like, a job 
where what I think matters. My old job was just pointless. You couldn’t 
move up or anything.” 

“Working remotely would be cool,” I said. “You could be anywhere in 
the world. Not stuck in the same place every day.” 

The trees swayed as the wind picked up, noisily rushing through and 
scattering the leaves. I felt a spray of rain that didn’t last. I could predict 
how content I’d be in a few hours, going to sleep at the hotel and 
remembering this extraordinary moment. But there was a twinge of 
disappointment, some kind of melancholy—heightened by the kinetic 
intensity of the weather—that the moment had to end at all. It would be 
so nice to walk this trail forever, talking about the pros and cons of web 
design bootcamp programs, the logistics of going to graduate school 
abroad, or saving enough money to take a month off just to do anything 
we wanted. 

I didn’t know where we were, all the trees looked the same to me, so I 
was surprised when the foliage thinned and finally opened onto the 
parking lot. Our car was alone, the other sedan had gone. 

“Can I ask you something?” Becca said when we were both in the car again. 

“Of course,” I said, surprised that she’d felt like she still had to ask 
permission. I wanted her to ask me anything. 

“You said you’re not sure what’s going to happen with your job and 
your boyfriend when you go back, right?” 

“Right,” I said. 

“Well, if you’re not sure, or if you don’t want to go back to either of 
them...” She hesitated. For a second I was reminded of the time she 
confessed her love for Harris White in the car at Slush N’ Go, the first time 
she trusted me more than anyone. She was doing the same thing, closing 
her fingers hard around the steering wheel until the tips were red and the 
knuckles were white. 

“What?” I said. 

“You could stay.” 

“Here?” 

“Yeah. Of course, if you want to go back, then obviously...” She trailed 
off. “But if you don’t, you could stay. I need a roommate.” 

“We could live in Philadelphia,” I said, and I saw her eyes brighten, my 
response made her happy. I knew it would make her happy. For the rest 
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of the drive I balanced the two conversations; one with Becca, postulating 
scenarios in which we lived together, and another with myself, analyzing 
the implications of what she’d asked of me. An opportunity to change 
everything, a complete transformation—leave Travis, leave my job, leave 
New Jersey. 

And Becca had been the one to suggest it. She wanted me to be with her. 
I imagined bringing my duffel bag to Becca’s apartment, I could crash 
there until we found a place in Philadelphia. I’d go back to New Jersey 
only once to get the rest of my things, but at the moment I couldn’t think 
of anything in my apartment that I needed. 

“I might be able to get a job at Temple, actually,” Becca said. “I still have 
some connections there.” 

“I should look at the grad programs at Drexel and UPenn,” I said. 

The mention of UPenn seemed to remind us both of Lauren. Lauren, a 
barista, a grad school dropout, who suddenly seemed so pitiable in 
comparison with what Becca and I were planning. Becca smiled slyly, 
between sheepish and conspiratorial. 

“I wonder what she’d think about this,” she said. 


The drive left me buzzing with possibilities. I told Becca I had to leave 
when we returned to her house, which seemed to disappoint her, but I 
needed to temper my feelings. I was so distracted that I hardly 
remembered driving back to the hotel until suddenly I was there, in the 
bed that had been mine for so many days, and everything in the room 
seemed just a little unfamiliar through the lens of what had happened 
to me. 

My luck was almost too good to be true. I’d been looking for a path to 
take and now one had presented itself. I sat there in bed for a while, 
holding my phone in both hands, just imagining what might happen in 
the coming days. Normally, I would have spent this time reading The 
Virtue Circle. Another seemingly impossible thought was rising up 
between my visions of the future with Becca. Could I forget Lauren, forget 
Simon, forget Abigail, and move to Philadelphia with Becca? This was a 
fundamental break from the guidelines. I was supposed to be initiating 
the Third Pillar—the Drift. Did I want to quit the forum completely? I 
couldn’t find a feeling toward The Virtue Circle that was wanting or not 
wanting; or any feeling, really. 
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But I did remember that I was waiting for a response from Abigail. I’d 
written to her for advice about Lauren’s circle. I should at least let her 
know if I was planning to quit, since she’d taken the time to help me 
personally. There was a response from her waiting when I signed in. 


Dear Katie, 


I'm sorry that Amanda's circle has made you unsure. But we 
should always expect hiccups in a journey like this. Uncertainty is 
the only guarantee. I’d encourage you to look at this difficulty as 
an opportunity. If | believe anything, | believe you can always go 
back. Often, our bad feelings are just disguising our fear. Your 
fear is telling you not to take the leap. Your fear is trying to 
protect you. But sometimes, we must put ourselves in 
uncomfortable situations in order to grow. Don’t lose heart! 
Good luck! 


With you in virtue, always— 


My immediate reaction was shame. Abigail was right, of course. My 
impulse to quit was an attempt to take the easy way out. I was avoiding 
my remaining circles with Lauren and Simon because they were difficult. 
But quitting would only bring temporary relief. It was true that I felt good 
now, excited and optimistic about what was to come, but I’d felt that way 
in my other life many times; only to sink back into dissatisfaction again. 
There was no guarantee that I wouldn’t regress if I didn’t follow through. 
And really, The Virtue Circle was the reason these good things had even 
occurred. What else would I miss out on if I quit? 

I knew I was violating the Drift, which Abigail had warned me about. 
But it seemed clear that something brand new had grown between Becca 
and I. Second Circles might be rare, but what could one possibly look like, 
if not what Becca and I had now? I really owed it to Becca to close my 
other circles. I thought of her urgency on our drive to the hiking trail, 
insisting that I go back to Blue Mug and try again with Lauren. I had to 
bring the best version of myself to our plans, and I had to provide the 
information about Lauren that she wanted. I could do that for her. 
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And for Abigail, and Jackie, and InLoveMaybe, who had followed my 
thread from the start and wanted the best for me. I couldn’t let them down 
by giving up. 

With a new vigor, I updated my thread. It seemed petty that I hadn’t 
posted anything just because InLoveMaybe’s thread was more popular. 
Abigail would say that it wasn’t a competition. 


katie_anne: Hey everyone!! Sorry I’ve been gone lately. But 
things have been great! My first circle is closed and we're really 
good friends now. Definitely a Second Circle. We're actually 
going to be roommates! So thanks for all your help with her 
circle. 


| had a small misstep with Amanda’s circle. Ugh, | hate making 
mistakes, but | can admit that | did. | almost wanted to quit 
entirely. But some help from Abigail (thank you!!) and a little bit 
of refocusing helped me get back on track. I’m going to try again 
with Amanda. Thanks for not giving up on me. I'll make sure to 
update more regularly! 


Over the course of an hour or so, the regular Circlers responded to my 
new post. 


JackieMae11: Welcome back!! Yay! So glad to hear things are 
going well and definitely keep posting, we missed you!! 


katie_anne: Jackie!! :) Is InLoveMaybe back yet? 


JackieMae11: No :-(| know things are probably going great but 
I'm actually kinda worried, lol. 


katie_anne: I'm sure she’s fine! 


We talked for a little while, and I found myself waiting for Abigail to see 
the post. I wanted her to know that I’d taken her advice. I used the pent- 
up energy I was feeling from anticipating Abigail’s response to deliberate 
on how I was going to try again with Lauren. 
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I formulated a rough plan. The next day, which was Monday, I would 
go to Blue Mug just before 5:00 PM. I’d watch the employees who arrived 
and wait to see what time they left. This would give me an estimate for 
how long the typical 5:00 PM shift was. I would go to Blue Mug each day 
at the end of the shift to try to catch Lauren as she was leaving. If she 
didn’t have any other shifts, then that was okay, because I’d return on 
Saturday when I knew she was working. I imagined approaching her 
calmly, asking if we could talk. If she said no, I would respect that. If she 
said yes, then I had another chance to close the circle. 

I didn’t really see the harm in trying. There was a possibility that my 
efforts would be good for Lauren, too. Maybe she was an OWO, maybe 
she had open circles holding her back. She was down too; down like me, 
down like Becca. I even briefly entertained some fantasy of Lauren 
visiting Becca and I in our Philly apartment, all three of us together, 
talking about things. I didn’t know if Becca would want to do that, but it 
was a nice thought. 

At the end of the night, when I checked The Virtue Circle again, Abigail 
had commented on my thread. 

j-) was all she said. 


Monday 


I woke up early, my mind filled with the logistics of my new plan for 
Lauren. First, I needed to clear my absence for the rest of the week. 

I went down to the hotel clerk and booked Tuesday, Wednesday, 
Thursday, Friday, and Saturday night. I didn’t even check the balance on 
my card, which I knew would be huge at this point. I’d already gotten an 
alert in my email warning me that I was using a high percentage of my 
credit limit. But I wasn’t worried, everyone had credit card debt, and 
plenty of people had more than me. I could pay it off over time when I 
was settled again. 

I went to have breakfast at the buffet before taking my next steps. I ate 
french toast and checked The Virtue Circle. Early that morning, around 
3:00 AM, Abigail had published a new blog post. 
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Circle Sorrows 


Hello, Circlers! Let me take this opportunity to say that | am so 
proud of how much progress I’ve seen on your summer circles. 
Great job every single one of you! 


But, if you haven't yet reached the goals you were hoping for, 
don't fret. Closing a circle is rarely a predictable experience. |'’m 
always reminded of this when | hear your stories. The important 
thing is to frame these unpredictable twists and turns as 
opportunities rather than setbacks. Where can you rethink your 
process? Where are you making assumptions about yourself or 
the circle? Go back and evaluate. Then try again. 


I've been thinking a lot about the ways in which closing circles 
can go awry, and the actions we can take to give ourselves solace 
when this occurs. I'll offer a brief list of ideas. These are not meant 
as instructions, just as jumping-off points. 
1. Take a step back: Look at yourself objectively. Take 
some time apart from your thoughts and how you expect 
the circle to go. 
2. Create a welcoming space for new ideas to reveal 
themselves: Take a walk. Light a candle and turn all the 
other lights off. 
3. Remember another useful mantra: Expect the 
unexpected. Or as | prefer to say it, expect to be surprised. 


Those of us who embark on this journey are brave for starting and 
braver still for finishing. Keep going. 


With you in virtue, 
Abigail 


I couldn't help feeling like Abigail’s blog had been inspired by my own 
situation. Her short response to my thread—the winking emoticon—now 
felt imbued with meaning. I was newly proud that I hadn’t given up on 
the circles. The blog post gave me the extra push of motivation, inspired 
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me to try something completely new for my next problem: Travis. I 
needed something unexpected. 

“So, something unexpected is happening,” I told Travis on the phone. “1 
was talking with my dad the other day. Telling him about Mrs. Dawson. 
And he decided he wants to come up to see her.” 

“From South Carolina?” Travis said. 

“Yeah. They didn't know each other that well, so it’s kind of weird. But 
there's nothing I can say to stop him. You know how my dad is.” 

Strategic honesty. This was true to the character of my father, to show 
sympathy only when he knew the suffering person was worse off than he 
was, and to make his sympathy an unwanted grand gesture. But my 
father had never known Becca’s mother in reality. Travis knew how my 
father was, so he understood, and seemed to believe me. 

“T have to stay at least until his visit is over,” I said. “I feel responsible 
for him. 

“When’s he coming?” Travis said. 

“Tomorrow.” 

“Do you know how long he’s staying?” 

“No.” 

Travis was quiet, and I could feel the reluctance in his silence, but also 
sense his slow acquiescence. What else could he say? 

“Alright,” he said. “I miss you.” 

I was glad he couldn’t see my face, so I wouldn’t have to sell my 
reaction. He missed me. Maybe that was true. But I couldn’t help feeling 
that he only missed me when I was gone doing something that I wanted 
to do—he never said he missed me when he was away for work and I was 
home and lonely. 

“T’ll see you soon,” I said. 

And the truth was undeniable. I didn’t miss him. 


Becca texted me in the afternoon. 
Hey! Just wanted to let you know that I saw a place for rent that looks 
pretty cool. I don’t really know your price range but thought Id just 


save it and show you later. Free today? 
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Definitely! I said. But can’t do today. I’m seeing an old family friend. 
We’re going to video call my parents I think, so that should be 
interesting, haha. But maybe tomorrow? 


I didn’t tell Becca I was going to Blue Mug because explaining the lengths 
I was willing to go to see Lauren again seemed too extreme. I felt a little 
bad about lying, but it was for her own benefit. Not knowing about The 
Virtue Circle wouldn’t hurt her in the long run. 

But I left for Blue Mug early, I guess because I was guilty that I wasn’t 
busy like I’d claimed. Soon enough I was sitting at the cafe again, with my 
usual croissant and latte, endless hours stretching ahead of me. I knew 
what I needed to be doing. I was stalling. 

Simon. I needed to figure out what I was going to do about Simon. 

I stalled by writing a hasty email to my boss, telling him I’d be out for 
the rest of the week. I was probably going to be laid off anyway, so I didn’t 
really care. I stalled by rereading Abigail’s Circle Sorrows post. But I had 
to take some kind of action. Doing all this work for Lauren's circle was 
pointless if I didn’t have a plan for Simon’s. 

Every time I reflected on Simon, my feelings about the circle shifted 
between shame and confidence. Today I felt ashamed. I was dwelling on 
the bad memories. 

Like the day I saw Lauren and Harris in the hallway. I was upset when 
I left Simon’s classroom that day, which was why I didn’t notice Lauren 
and Harris at first, and why Lauren was able to defend herself against my 
suspicion. 

The moment was especially humiliating because of how oblivious I’d 
been leading up to it. Usually I could anticipate Simon’s moods, or even 
purposely instigate one. He couldn’t surprise me. That day Id arrived 
in light spirits, | came into the room babbling about something stupid. 
Sometimes I just liked to hear myself talking to him. 

I finally stopped and turned around when he didn’t respond. He leaned 
back in his desk chair, looking at me with a strange expression I could 
only describe then as a kind of disapproval or annoyance. Now I think it 
was more like resentment. 

“What?” I said. 
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“Why are you here?” he said. He didn’t sound angry, which made it 
worse. He sounded like he was making fun of me. “Really. Why?” 

“I don’t...” I couldn’t finish. He just continued to wait for my answer 
in agonizing silence. I stood there for so long that any objective drama or 
interesting tension in the moment died away, and I was just a dumb girl 
who couldn’t explain herself. I finally reached toward the chair where I’d 
carelessly strewn my things upon my arrival; gathered my backpack, 
water bottle, and sweater to my chest. 

“ll go,” I practically whispered, horrified at how I sounded. It was so 
obvious that I was upset. When I fled, I thought I heard him say 
something, but ignored it and made sure to slam the door after me. 

That was the first time I really wondered if we would ever speak again. 
But two days later, I saw him by the double doors that led out of the 
cafeteria, talking to one of the deans. That was where he usually waited 
for me when he wanted to apologize. But I was still burning from the 
shame, and seeing him there made me angry. He’d gone too far and now 
expected me to forgive him like I always did. It wasn’t fair to throw a 
question like that at me, as if I was the only one who needed to answer for 
their actions. I could just as easily turn it back at him: Why are you here? 

I hung back in the cafeteria, waiting for the dean to turn slightly away 
from the door so I could walk behind her as I passed through the 
threshold; directly in Simon’s line of sight. I didn’t look back, trusting that 
my presence had had the desired effect. 

And of course, it did. He was loitering in the hallway after lunch, an 
unusual place to see him at that time of day. I couldn’t be certain that he 
was trying to intercept me after failing that morning, but I ignored him 
anyway. I wanted him to feel guilty. I wanted to feel out of his reach. 

But I also wanted to hear him apologize. I knew that the explanation for 
this particular incident would require him to approach territory we’d 
never crossed before. The question he’d asked—Why are you here?—felt 
like acknowledgment of something we both knew but wouldn't 
articulate. 

At least, that’s what my preoccupied mind imagined. I could turn 
anything Simon did or said into a hidden way of expressing his 
preference for me. I felt like I could foresee the outcome of any 
interaction, and that by choosing the outcome in advance, I could pick 
the movements, actions, or words that would bring it to fruition. 
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But I couldn’t predict everything. 

I allowed him to catch me at the end of the week. My curiosity about his 
apology now outweighed the wound to my pride, so I walked by his 
classroom on purpose when I saw the door was propped open. 

Right on cue, I heard Simon call out. 

“Cara!” 

I turned around ready to look properly surprised, but was taken aback 
when I saw him leaning on the door frame, with a darkness in his eyes 
that I couldn’t distinguish between hurt and anger. 

“What?” I said. 

“You have a minute?” he said. “To talk?” 

“About what?” I said. 

He rolled his eyes. “You know,” he said. 

I shrugged. “I’m ina rush,” I said. 

“Just...” he began. Up until this point I felt like I was still in control, but 
then he looked at me with that same unexpected darkness—only there 
was more depth and nothing obstructing it, as if there had been 
something between us that was suddenly gone. Some barrier I hadn’t 
noticed at all until it was leveled. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “You know I want you here.” 

I didn’t respond. Even though the apology had technically gone as I’d 
hoped—we’d never had an interaction like it before—I didn’t foresee the 
way I wouldn’t be able to look him in the eye. I didn’t foresee mumbling 
“It’s okay,” and leaving without letting him say anything more. Later I 
felt guilty at how I’d engineered the moment. I wished I’d stayed just a 
little longer to hear what else he might have said. 

I went back to his classroom the following Monday after school. 

“Hey,” I said. 

“Hey,” he said. 

“Are we good?” I said. I’d decided over the weekend that all I wanted 
was for things to return to normal. 

“We're good,” Simon said. And we both smiled. But I noticed that the 
old barrier hadn’t been rebuilt. The change was permanent. 

One time after that, I was telling a story that made him laugh, I don’t 
remember what it was now. But when he was done laughing he stared at 
me, said in a low voice, “You've got powers, Cara.” 
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“What?” I said, then wished I hadn’t. I knew what he meant, it was a 
joke about my last name. 

“What?” he said, grinning. “It’s your name.” 

I started laughing, on the edge of that giddy-embarrassed feeling when 
you can’t help but laugh. “Whatever,” I said, through a smile I couldn’t 
contain, wishing I’d said something smarter. 


The time wore on. People at Blue Mug came and went, the sun went 
down, I finished two lattes. I didn’t email Simon. Ijust couldn’t. I deduced 
based on the arrival and departure of two employees that the 5:00 PM 
shift ended around 9:00, four hours. The next day I’d return to Blue Mug 
at 9:00 and wait. 


Tuesday 
On Tuesday, I awoke to three separate texts from Becca. 
Hey! Is tomorrow still good for you? Let me know! 
Also: I found another apartment to look at. Here’s the link! 
Sorry for all the texts lol 


Lately I’d felt that Becca and I were alike, but these three overnight texts 
were different. They sort of repulsed me. I understood the feeling that 
Becca would have had before texting, the desire to get in touch, 
speculating on what my reaction would be to one text versus two versus 
three. But I knew if it had been me, I would have been able to resist 
sending them. Becca’s indiscretion made me resistant to get back to her 
right away. 

Instead I checked in on The Virtue Circle, and was rewarded with an 
exciting development. InLoveMaybe had returned to her thread. She’d 
posted at about 7:30 in the morning. 


InLoveMaybe: Hey there... :) 
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The Circlers were losing it. I thought the post was overly coy and 
attention-seeking, but everyone ate it up anyway. 


SHE’S BACK!!! 
Do NOT leave us hanging! 
JackieMae11 was one of the first to comment as well. 


JackieMae11: OMG. WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN. | was legit 
worried. 


InLoveMaybe waited for over an hour to respond. 
InLoveMaybe: Soo sorry everyone, | didn't mean to be gone for 
so long! M and | have just been having the best time. It’s been so 
so great. | can’t even explain it really. :) We've been spending 
almost every day together. | really owe you guys for pushing me 
to try the circle because it feels like | can’t even remember what 
it was like before this! 

The questions from the Circlers were immediate. 
So what have you guys been doing?? 
Is ita Second Circle? 
What did he say when you first confronted him? 
JackieMae11: 'M’?? Lol. Really, what's his name? 
InLoveMaybe: :) We've just been hanging around in our town 
mostly. He was really open and honest in our first Conversation. 
No | didn’t tell him about The Virtue Circle. Actually it feels kind 


of private so | dunno if | really want to go into it. It’s just really 
great!! We're like best friends again. 
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One Circler posted: 


Haha if you say so. But it would be really good to know what you 
did since the circle was such a success. 


JackieMae11: HelllOooo!! Lol, I’m still here!! | feel like you're 
ignoring me! 


InLoveMaybe: Not ignoring you Jackie... :) Hii. 


JackieMae11: You didn't answer my question! What's his name?? 
You're acting so secretive with the initials, it's so weird, lol 


Some other Circlers had posted short responses: 
Lol i know right 
Tell us!!! 


InLoveMaybe: Uhhh, hahaha, | don’t really want to say, actually 
:) 


JackieMae11: | mean whatever you wanna do, but it’s just kind 
of weird. 


In the midst of this conversation, I was interrupted by a text. 


Hey! Sorry, my phone's been acting up and some of my texts didn’t go 
through to other people so I wanted to make sure you got the messages I 
sent last night? 


I couldn’t believe Becca’s impudence. Did she have no shame at all? Her 
excuse was so obvious, and ran in parallel to JackieMael11’s similarly 
inappropriate behavior. Clearly, Jackie was taking out her frustration at 
being ignored for so many days by coming up with an excuse to be mad 
at InLoveMaybe. But even though Jackie’s real intention was transparent, 
I too felt exasperated with InLoveMaybe. Why would she come back to 
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the thread if she wasn’t going to tell us anything? People had been 
clambering for an update for days and InLoveMaybe was purposefully 
denying it to them. 


InLoveMaybe: You don’t know my name either, and that's never 
made you feel weird before. 


Jackie didn’t respond. I didn’t know what InLoveMaybe was trying to 
accomplish. Or Becca. Were her texts a means of testing my reliability, to 
see if I could be trusted to follow through with being her roommate? 
When I framed it that way, I itched to respond. I wanted her to know I 
could be trusted. 


Hey! Yeah I got them don’t worry! Sorry, I think something I ate at my 
family friend’s last night made me sick. I just woke up and saw these. I’m 
still feeling pretty bad, can we do tomorrow instead? 


I went to Blue Mug just before 9:00. I found a spot that was out of sight if 
one was looking through the door from the inside, but I could still see 
whoever entered and exited from the outside. I waited in the car until 
9:45. No Lauren. 


Wednesday 


What happened on Wednesday? The days could really blur together. I 
went to eat at the buffet in the morning. I had a missed call from my boss, 
which I ignored. I checked my work email and the balance on my credit 
card. I passed my eyes over the transactions, flicking through them with 
my thumb. I knew I ought to feel alarmed by the list, but I just didn’t, I 
couldn’t summon the concern. My work emails were similar, I should 
have been worried. But the feeling of calm I had was impenetrable, 
unaffected by mere logistical problems like money and work. 

I wasn’t ignoring Becca on purpose, either. I just didn’t write to her 
because The Virtue Circle had gotten increasingly interesting. After 
refusing to answer any of the Circlers questions and being inundated with 
their appeals, InLoveMaybe posted one final reply. 
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InLoveMaybe: Look, I’m sorry, but | just don’t want to share all 
the details of M and | right now. | have a good thing going on and 
| don’t want to mess it up. I'd just appreciate some privacy. 


I could actually empathize with InLoveMaybe. It was like the Becca thing. 
Becca wouldn’t leave me alone with the texts, and it wasn’t like I was 
going to bail on her. I wanted to be her roommate. Up until now, I’d 
wanted to spend as much time with her as I could. Just a few days ago, I 
was thinking up excuses to go to her house again and texting her all day. 
But now she wasn’t giving me any privacy. She was ruining it. 
JackieMael1 was the only one with the guts to follow InLoveMaybe’s 

post. 

JackieMae11: Well, I'm just saying, it’s not fair for you to hoard 

all your knowledge and tips and stuff. That's not the point of The 

Virtue Circle. 


I understood her side as well. How could anyone hope to grow from the 
community if people withheld what they learned? If something worked 
for closing a circle, shouldn’t the Circlers tell one another? 

I decided to seek out another voice, one that had been conspicuously 
silent on the thread since InLoveMaybe’s return. 


Hey Abigail, 


| assume you've seen the latest with InLoveMaybe. Pretty crazy, 
right? | thought Jackie’s last post was interesting. She doesn’t 
think it’s fair for InLoveMaybe not to tell her story. | was going to 
write in the thread about it, but | wanted to see what you thought 
first. You’d know better than anyone. So, what do you think? 


I don’t know what else I did. I watched Law and Order. I watched episode 

after episode until it was dark outside. 
And then at the end of the day, just before I left for Blue Mug, I wrote a text. 
Becca, I am so sorry, I just can’t kick this bug. I’ve been in bed all day. 


Tomorrow?? So so so sorry!! 
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I scrolled my phone and refreshed The Virtue Circle while I waited at Blue 
Mug. Abigail didn’t respond. And Lauren didn’t appear. 


Thursday 


I’d been telling Travis stories about my dad and Mrs. Dawson for 
several days. It was fun to challenge myself by making up new things. 
When he called me on Thursday, I had an idea on the spot, and invented 
as I went along. 

“Today he insisted on being there first thing in the morning to see Mrs. 
Dawson. It was so embarrassing, because her cousins from Arizona are in 
town, and my dad has already seen her so many days in a row, so it was 
really their turn—” 

“I need to stop you there.” 

“Huh?” I said. I actually suspected nothing in that instant. I’d become 
so accustomed to this way of talking to him. 

“I just spoke to your mom a little while ago, and when I asked about 
your dad’s trip, she had no idea what I was talking about. In fact, she put 
me on the phone with him. And he hasn’t left South Carolina in months.” 

“You can’t call my mom without asking me,” I said, my voice sounding 
mechanical in contrast with my pounding heart. 

“Well, you can’t lie to me. What the hell is going on, Cara? Where are you?” 

“I’m in Someplace.” 

“T don’t believe you.” 

“Tt’s true. I’m taking a trip. For myself.” 

“Is this Becca’s mom thing all made up too? You’ve been gone almost 
two weeks!” 

“I can go wherever I want.” 

“Just tell me what the hell is going on—” 

I hung up. The silence caved in on me as I stared out the hotel window 
into the night. I stared at the little orange streetlights in the parking lot, at 
the suggestive whir of color that I knew were the headlights of cars 
streaming along the highway, all going somewhere, all in that middle 
place between where they’d come from and where they were going. 

Travis tried to call me back three times. I put him on Do Not Disturb 
mode. What was Travis capable of? Would he tell my parents? Would he 
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try to come here himself? Unlikely. He didn’t even believe I was in 
Someplace, even though that was actually the truth. At the start of our 
relationship, I imagined Travis having deeply sincere and intense feelings 
about me; that he might express those feelings in some kind of 
extravagant confession or act of jealousy, but now that he was showing his 
emotions I was disgusted. What right did he have to demand anything of 
me, when I had never demanded anything of him? 

I had to convince Lauren to talk to me. I was running out of time. This 
fact made me furious. How could I run out of my own time? 

My anger shifted into a sickening guilt. I’d blown Becca off again that 
day. How could I do that? I missed her so viscerally, so suddenly, that it 
was painful. Everything we discussed on the hike came back to me—all 
her attempts to reach me were so generous. I’d treated her horrifically. 
What if she didn’t want to live together anymore? How could I have 
risked losing the best chance I had at a new life? 

My anger and guilt also gave me courage. I owed it to Becca to be brave, 
to do the right thing, and to finish what I started. I opened a new email 
and finally wrote something in the empty draft message I’d saved days 
and days ago. 


Hi Simon, 

This is Cara Powers, from Graceler. I hope this isn’t weird for you to 
be hearing from me. I just wanted to say that I’m in the area of 
Someplace, and if you have some time, I'd love to catch up with you. 
But no worries if you're busy. 


-Cara 


Then I wrote to Becca. I tried to respond as naturally as I could within the 
narrative that I was sick, but I was much more fraught than I intimated. 


Hey!! I think I’m finally feeling better, I actually left my room today. So 


sorry again for being MIA. Can we meet tomorrow for sure so I can see 
the apartments? In the morning? I can come to your place! 
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I waited in silence for her response, feeling sick and guilty and anxious. If 
she forgave me, I swore I would never treat her badly again. I would be 
honest with her. I would tell her anything. 

Even The Virtue Circle, 1 told myself. I'll tell her about The Virtue Circle. I 
knew it was against the rules to tell Opens about the forum, but Becca 
wasn’t an Open anymore. I wouldn’t need to keep secrets from her and I 
might as well start now. 


Half an hour crawled by. 
No worries! :) Becca said. 10:30 tomorrow? 


I wrote back immediately, warm with relief. Now I could keep my end of 
the bargain. 


Perfect, see you then! And I have something else important to tell you 
too, so don’t let me forget, okay? 


Giving her this evidence that I intended to share something important 
with her proved that I was not going to let her down again. Telling her 
about The Virtue Circle was the ultimate way of solidifying the depth of 
our renewed friendship. I had told no one else about it, after all. 

At Blue Mug that night, I was too wound up to even scroll my phone. I 
just stared at the door. Watching each person as they left. Could it really 
be that Lauren had no other shift at this time except the Saturday shift? I 
should have changed my strategy. I should have gone to Blue Mug right 
when they opened in the morning and waited all day. But it was too late 
now. 


Friday 
In the light of a new day, my meltdown the night before seemed like an 
overreaction. I should have known that Becca would reply without any 


questions about my odd behavior. Obviously, my run-in with Travis 
had left me feeling weak and vulnerable, so I’d gotten nervous. Muting 
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him ensured that I couldn’t be bothered by notifications for the 
moment, even as my unread messages silently accumulated. 

When I read back the texts Becca and I had exchanged with a more 
rational lens, I could see that nothing had changed. The stakes in our 
conversation were all in my head. She’d never intended to leave me. And 
I couldn’t make things weirder by telling her about The Virtue Circle. 
From her perspective, everything was normal. There was no reason to tell 
her when it would all be over so soon. 

My hopelessness about Lauren had also dissipated. Even if my plan for 
the week hadn’t helped me see her sooner, I was still guaranteed to see her 
on Saturday. I’d have to come up with another reason to explain my text. 

I think the explanation I still needed created the twinge of foreboding as 
I pulled up to Becca’s house. She wasn’t waiting outside for me. Did that 
mean something? 

I rang her bell. 

“Hey,” she said when she answered the door. “How are you feeling?” 

She was smiling politely, but only with the smallest possible effort, 
which didn’t make her seem very happy to see me. I was wrong. Things 
were not normal between Becca and I. 

“Good!” I remembered that I probably shouldn’t sound perfectly well. 
“Better, much better.” 

Could I just come through the door uninvited or did she need to offer? 
I was disoriented by not knowing, not being able to gauge her. 

“Come in,” she said, finally. 


“This is the one in South Philly,” Becca said. “It’s sixteen hundred. But it 
has a nice kitchen.” 

I was hunched over her laptop. She stood next to me, fingers on the 
trackpad, clicking through pictures; her arm and body positioned so she 
wouldn’t touch me, wouldn’t even slip within five inches of me. I was 
more conscious of her—her flat expressions, her attempts to stay at a 
physical distance—than of the apartments. This distance was one of the 
red flags on the guidelines: Suggestive Denial. 

“Did you end up video calling your parents?” she asked. 
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“Oh, no,” I said. “We couldn’t make the timing work. It’s okay though, 
we'll catch up soon.” 

“How’s your friend doing?” 

“She’s good, yeah.” 

Becca only nodded. I’d studied her, looking for evidence. Was she angry 
with me? Did she suspect that my illness was a lie? 

“This one is nice,” I said. “I like the kitchen.” 

“Could you do eight hundred?” she said. 

“Yeah,” I said. I looked up at her from the corner of my eye. She wasn’t 
looking at me. “No problem.” 

“Do you know what you’re going to do about quitting the New York job?” 

“It’s already in the works,” I said. “And, you know... I had that 
important thing to tell you.” 

Becca drew her hand back from the laptop. Her face was blank, and 
she didn’t seem the least bit interested in what I had to say. “What is it?” 
she said. 

“I, uh, I found out when Lauren’s shift ends at Blue Mug. So I’m going 
to see her tomorrow.” 

“She agreed?” Becca said. 

“Yeah,” I lied. “I talked to her coworker, who talked to her. She’s going 
to meet me after her shift ends.” 

Becca softened her defenses at the mention of Lauren. We fell into 
conversation after that. There was always plenty to say about Lauren. 

“She basically forced me to be treasurer,” Becca said. “I probably 
wouldn’t have even been in student council if she hadn’t made me.” 

“God, that’s so her, isn't it?” I said. “I think that’s the real reason why I 
quit the VP thing. I was sick of being her sidekick. That’s all she wanted 
from me.” 

Becca and I went on like that for a while. She said she’d contact the 
agent for the South Philly apartment and let me know when we could go 
see it. When I left, I felt renewed confidence for my meeting with Lauren, 
and reaffirmed with Becca. I was even starting to forgive Becca for being 
so cold to me when I arrived. Of course, it made sense that she’d feel hurt 
and stressed out by my flakiness. Moving is complicated, there’s always a 
lot at stake. So I didn’t hold that against her anymore. 

“Don’t tell her I said hi,” Becca said before I left. 

“I won't,” I said, and we both laughed. 
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I smiled to myself as I recalled the moment later at the hotel, while 
scrolling through new The Virtue Circle posts and continuously checking 
my email for a reply from Simon. InLoveMaybe was still gone after her 
dramatic exit post. Abigail hadn’t posted on the thread at all, but it was 
still active. People were arguing with each other about how they’d 
treated InLoveMaybe. 

In fact, Abigail hadn’t posted anywhere on the site for several days. I 
checked the activity on her profile. Her most recent post was the Circle 
Sorrows one from Monday, four days ago. It was odd, especially 
considering the uproar on InLoveMaybe’s thread. It seemed like it was 
time for her to intervene, so why didn’t she? 

My private message to her was also left unanswered. I felt a little 
embarrassed about writing to her at all, for assuming that we could have 
such a candid conversation about the others. Rereading my message gave 
it a haughty tone, like I thought I was better than the other Circlers. The 
shame pricked at me all evening, until I finally wrote a follow up message. 


Hey Abigail, 


Sorry about that message from before. | realized it might have 
been rude. | think everyone's just invested in InLoveMaybe’s 
story. | definitely am! | can see why she got offended, but | think 
everyone wants the best for her. 


Anyway, haven't seen you in a while on the forum. | hope 
everything's okay. 


Saturday 


I checked The Virtue Circle immediately the next morning. No private 
message from Abigail. And no new posts. 

I had to kill an entire day before I could leave for Blue Mug. I didn’t 
make any plans with Becca because of the time-sensitive nature of the 
meeting—I only had a brief window to catch Lauren and I couldn’t risk 
letting anything interfere. I tried to fall asleep and see how much of the 
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morning I could lose. But dozing was impossible, versions of the 
imminent conversation between Lauren and I kept playing out in my 
mind. Some of the things I imagined were so preposterous. I don’t even 
want to repeat them, they were that ridiculous. So I got up and went to the 
buffet. Breakfast at the hotel usually made me calm. 

But today, breakfast was no help. If I wasn’t thinking about Lauren, I 
began to wonder about Abigail—why she was missing from The Virtue 
Circle and what she thought of my message. Each day that passed 
without a reply made my note seem more inappropriate, but sending 
another apology wasn’t possible. All I could do was wait. 

I went up to the buffet and took a grapefruit from a basket of fruits. All 
of them looked a little deflated and dry. I cut it in half back at my table 
and took a bite or two, but I couldn’t stomach more than that. I went back 
up two or three more times, a croissant, a bowl of cereal, but I couldn’t 
eat. I began to dwell again on Travis. He was sending more and more 
texts as the days passed and I hadn’t looked at any of them. Maybe 
knowing what he’d said would make me feel less anxious. 

I started to get frustrated with myself. This wasn’t a useful frame of 
mind when I had to be ready to see Lauren in a few hours. This was my 
one opportunity to close the circle with her. I couldn’t let stupid 
ruminations break my confidence. 

For the rest of the day I sat in front of Law and Order. I left a full thirty- 
five minutes early, even though I knew it wouldn’t take me that long, 
since I’d been driving there all week. But it was better than staying where 
I was, the waiting was unbearable. 

It was a warm evening. I rolled down my window to get some air and 
ease my nerves. The nerves were fresh from the anticipation of seeing 
Lauren and leftover from my anxious day. These were the kinds of days I 
would try to never have again when I was done closing my circles. I hated 
that pent-up anxiety, the kind that couldn’t be expelled by any activity. I 
preferred the nerves that came from meeting with Lauren. I could accept 
those because there was a reason for them. This meeting was a risk on my 
part, it was action being taken, the nerves were earned. The other kind 
were pointless and unsolvable. 

There was traffic, and at 8:45 I turned into the Blue Mug parking lot. I 
squinted as I drove past the door—I didn’t see her. 

Only fifteen minutes until I knew for sure. 
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I’ve said that our last conversation was brutal, but maybe that’s not the 
right word. 

It was the last day of senior year. Lauren approached me outside, 
framed by the picturesque stone steps at the front of Graceler, as perfect a 
moment as I ever could have imagined. Everyone around us was 
exchanging yearbook signatures and saying their goodbyes. They were 
laughing and smiling—some crying—moving figures in the background 
of Lauren and I facing each other. 

“I guess you feel really good about yourself,” she said. 

I said nothing. 

“I want you to know that no matter what you think you did to me, 
whatever pride you get out of it, it doesn’t mean anything. You’re just a 
small little blib to me. You’re nothing.” 

Even as the target of her disdain, I felt powerful. She called me nothing, 
but her hatred made me the opposite. I was the one she called nothing. 

“You could at least apologize to Harris,” I said. “It’s your fault he lost 
his rank.” 

This was, of course, before Becca told me that Lauren and Harris were 
together. Later, I’d reflected on this moment with resentment—knowing 
that Lauren had still held that truth over me while I proceeded, assuming 
I was the winner. 

“T don’t care what happens to him,” Lauren said. 

“You could apologize to me and Becca,” I said. 

“I care even less what happens to you,” said Lauren. 


As the minutes wore on I began to stare at the entrance of Blue Mug. I’d 
turned my car off and taken the keys out of the ignition. [had my hand on 
the door, ready to bolt. But she didn’t come. The clock said 9:01. Nothing. 
I wondered if perhaps the weekend had different shift lengths. If that was 
true then I had wasted an entire week, and my time was more precious 
than ever now that Travis was no longer fooled. Would I have to wait until 
next Saturday, and try my original plan again? No. If this didn’t work I 
would have to change everything. I didn’t have time. I would go to the 
Sullivans’ house and confront her there. 

I was replaying other possible scenarios when at 9:22, Lauren emerged 
from Blue Mug. Everything happened so fast after that. I lunged out of the 
car and called out her name. 
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Lauren turned around. 

“What?” she said. She leaned on one foot and regarded me with 
coolness, as if she’d just seen me yesterday under the most banal 
circumstances. She was holding what looked like a massive iced latte, 
which surprised me because she had always been so regimented about 
her caffeine and sugar intake. 

“Do you have a second?” I said. My heart was pounding. I was so much 
more nervous than I'd expected to be. 

“I’m going home,” Lauren said. 

“T know, I just... I wanted to talk to you.” 

The air around us had this dead, anticlimactic quality. I’d been 
anticipating tension that wasn’t there. Without it, there was nothing to 
hold onto. I felt exposed. Lauren took a sip through the straw in her latte. 

“About what?” she said. 

“Just everything.” 

Lauren shrugged. 

“Can we just sit in my car for a sec and talk?” I said. 

“We can sit in mine,” she said. 

The lights of a parked car flickered as Lauren unlocked it. I followed her 
to a blue Honda Accord that I didn’t recognize. She got into the driver’s 
seat. When I slid in next to her, the proximity of the car was suddenly 
upon us. The only thing between Lauren and I was the cup holder and the 
armrest. The car itself was a mess, which also surprised me. Could this car 
really belong to the same girl whose childhood bedroom had been 
spotless and color-coded? I could see that we were leaning away from 
each other, trying not to inhabit the other person’s space. I include Lauren 
because it was obvious she was as uncomfortable as I was, for all the 
careless power she attempted to exude. 

She turned the car on accessory and rolled down her window. The air 
did make a difference, seemed to widen the space somehow. 

“So?” she said. Speaking first was another way to gain the upper hand, 
of course—to unnerve me. The Virtue Circle guidelines were evaporating. 
I couldn’t remember a single one. 

“How are things?” I said. 

“Fine.” I watched her eyes dart briefly to look out the window to her left. 

“Good,” I said. “Yeah, I’m taking some time off work, so I came to 
visit. My parents moved a couple years ago. I haven’t really been back.” 
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“That sounds nice,” she said. 

“Yeah,” I said. Silence. “And I thought I’d try to see you while I was 
here. Because I had some questions. Everything was so crazy back then.” 

“What do you mean?” she said. She shook the ice in her drink, idly 
scratched her thigh. 

“How we left things, you know? Like with Harris White.” 

“I barely remember how all that happened.” 

“The last time we saw each other we said some pretty harsh stuff.” 

“Really?” Lauren said. She chewed the end of the straw. “I don’t 
remember that.” 

I didn’t expect this tactic, which was apparently to evade all my 
questions. And in such an alien way: idle, apathetic, vague. I never 
thought Lauren could be so boring. The Lauren I remembered had 
opinions and dreams and was not afraid to tell you all of them. This 
Lauren didn’t seem to have any desires or anything to say. I had this 
constricted feeling, part anxiety, part shame, and part—unexpectedly— 
disappointment. 

“Well, I’m sorry about the Harris thing. I wanted to apologize. And to 
ask you what you thought. We were always so... weird to each other.” I 
said “we” so that Lauren wouldn’t think I was accusing her of something. 
“Mean and weird. Why did we treat each other like that?” 

“I don’t know. It was high school. I don’t think we had it any different 
than anyone else. That’s just how it is.” 

Suddenly, I began to see what was really going on. This wasn’t her at all, 
this version she was trying to get me to believe. Her purpose was to 
deflect me, to abdicate her role in my perception of my own experience. It 
was another way to manipulate me and make me feel like I was wrong. I 
wasn’t going to let her do it. I wouldn’t let her sabotage closing the circle 
before I’d even started. 

“But you can’t really say it wasn’t weird,” I said. I knew I was pushing 
my luck, but I couldn’t let her think I was deceivable. “I mean all of us— 
me, you, and Becca—we were all like that. And Becca agrees with me.” 

For the first time since I got in the car, Lauren actually looked at me. I 
knew because I finally got a look at her eyes. Light brown, which I’d 
envied; mine were typical dark brown. One of the winged ends of her 
eyeliner was smudged. 

“Becca?” Lauren said. 
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“I saw her too, earlier this week—” 

“You don’t have to talk anymore. I get it. Becca asked you to come here 
and figure out what’s going on with me, right? To get all the gory details 
about why I’m back home?” 

“No! Not at all, I just brought it up because she said—” 

“You can tell Becca that I’m fine. I left grad school because I wanted to. 
I’m living at home because it saves money. Nothing interesting about it. I 
have debt just like everyone else and I’m lucky because my parents are 
generous. Is that all you wanted to ask?” 

“I honestly just wanted to ask why our friendship was... the way it was. 
That’s all.” 

Lauren sucked the last diluted remains of the latte from the bottom of 
the cup. 

“T don’t fucking know, Cara. Can you get out now?” 

She pressed a button on the driver’s side door and all of the locks 
around us clicked open. I hadn’t realized that she’d locked me inside until 
she let me out. I pushed the door and released myself from the car. I saw 
the passenger side window roll down. Lauren spoke through it. She 
didn’t shout, but her voice was still clear and stark in the quiet parking lot. 

“She always hated you,” Lauren said. 

Then she drove away. 

But my brain got to work immediately on the cryptic piece of 
information she’d left me. That was the Lauren I knew, Lauren who 
would slip you a loaded one-liner and then disappear into the night. 
That Lauren certainly had an answer to my question beyond “I don’t 
fucking know.” 

Because she had to be talking about Becca, right? She was saying that 
Becca hated me? 

My options were few. I knew that Lauren was avoiding a real answer to 
my question, but she still couldn’t resist that small spiteful jab. This meant 
that she wasn’t impervious to being cracked open. She would have more 
to say if I could properly bait her. And it made sense. She was not the type 
to abstain from an emotionally-charged conversation. Her tendencies 
would come out again with the right impetus. 

So, there was really no other choice. I had to follow her. 
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The actual words she’d said only made the necessity of following her 
more clear. She always hated you. It was so vague, but so suggestive, it was 
practically an invitation. Lauren wanted to tell me more. 

Of course, I wondered about the implication of Becca hating me. But for 
now it was secondary. I rushed back to the car and tried to recall the 
familiar route, a drive I’d taken so many times before: the drive to the 
Sullivans’ house. 

Twenty minutes later, I was turning into the neighborhood. I knew 
every one of these houses by heart, but they were made eerie by the 
darkness. My eyes passed over every landmark of the neighborhood I’d 
loved much more than my own. Every mailbox, every looming tree, every 
front door light seemed to know I was unwelcome. 

And then there was the house. In the summers, I usually arrived before 
Becca. Lauren and I would assemble all the snacks we could find in the 
kitchen—the Sullivans only had healthy things, like organic fruit snacks 
and roasted nuts and protein bars. We’d eat all the best stuff before Becca 
got there. Had Becca resented the time I spent with Lauren alone? Was 
that why she hated me? 

I pulled up across the street and went through possible strategies. 
Approach the front door directly? Was there any other way? I wasn’t 
given long to question it. A light in my peripheral vision made me look 
toward the house, and Lauren was already there, slamming the front door 
and crossing the lawn. 

She’d removed her contacts and tied her hair up in the time we were 
apart. Her arms were folded over her chest, she looked furious, and I 
finally felt like I recognized her. But being confronted with this 
recognition didn’t make me feel more prepared, her familiarity didn’t 
sharpen my sense of purpose. Instead, I wanted to tell her she was better 
than that coffee shop. I wanted her to know that she was still so beautiful. 
Maybe it was from standing in this familiar place, but all I could feel was 
the hole she'd left in me, something huge that I never noticed before. The 
only thing I could have said was I miss you. 

So I just stood there, silent, and Lauren stopped at the edge of the 
sidewalk. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” she said. 

“Did you mean Becca?” I said. “She hated me?” 

Lauren scoffed and rolled her eyes. She could make you feel so small. 
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“Becca hated everyone,” she said. 

“You didn’t know her very well.” 

“Oh really?” 

“She told me about her feelings for Harris,” I said. “That she was in love 
with him.” 

“Oh my god, that’s bullshit. It was her little project to make sure you 
didn't find out about me and Harris.” 

“She didn’t tell you everything,” I said, but my voice faltered—I 
remembered how little Becca seemed to care about Lauren screwing 
Harris over. 

“You're doing what she wants you to do, right? Showing up here in the 
middle of the fucking night?” 

“It’s not always about you.” 

“I don’t know what she told you, but I promise this is about me. She was 
just obsessed with me. Or, whatever, she thought she was. She said 
everything she did was for me. But really it was selfish.” 

Her eyes looked mean. 

“You're talking to her?” she said. “Are you seeing her tonight? Tell her 
something for me. Tell her that I know she wrote the Last Man Letters. 
First because of Harris, she wanted to get him expelled and out of the 
rankings. I felt responsible, so I talked to Harris and apologized. I thought 
he was different. He wasn’t. Whatever. She was so mad about us being 
together. She said she was going to tell my dad. But of course she 
eventually let me do what I wanted.” 

I watched a curl come undone from the bun at the top of her head. I 
watched her tuck it behind her ear. 

“But tell her... the letters to Barnes were out of fucking line.” 

I felt cold. Simon? 

“I shouldn’t have told her about him. But I had to tell someone, like... she 
was my best friend. After he gave me the B she started sending him 
letters. He thought I was sending them. He made my life a living fucking 
hell. I kept telling her to just stop. And she never admitted it! Ask her why 
never admitted it. That’s all I wanted.” 

“What does Simon have to do with this?” I said. 

Lauren threw me a vicious look, like I was intentionally acting clueless. 
“I don't need to explain myself to you,” she said. “You're doing whatever 
she says. Do you even see yourself right now? Why are you here?” 
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Why are you here? There was an echo in my mind of Simon asking me the 
same thing, years ago. 

“Whenever she looked at me, she only saw what she wanted to see,” 
Lauren said. “Everyone did that. But with Becca, it was like acting. She 
played my opposite. If I was fake, she was serious, if I was excited, she 
was bored. She would go around trying to make things perfect for me. 
She said she was trying to help. She said I needed help because I was 
predictable. What the fuck does that mean...? Then the thing with Harris 
happened. I could have proven that I didn’t blackmail him, obviously. I 
think I just wanted to be some other kind of person for once.” 

She hadn’t let me say anything since we started. Before, I might 
have thought it was a control tactic, a way for her to overpower me, 
but not anymore. 

“So I told the school it was all true,” she said. “Harris denied it, but no 
one trusted him. Becca was so mad. She was like, ‘you know Cara’s full of 
shit, why would you throw it all away?’ I just didn’t want to be her little 
fucking toy anymore. I didn't want to be anyone's toy. Becca or Barnes or 
Harris or anyone.” 

I suddenly felt like I was watching Lauren through a screen; I was an 
observer who wasn’t actually there. 

“And she just hated you. I didn’t get why. She said you deserved it 
because you were jealous of me. And because you always lied about 
everything.” 

Lauren grew quiet. I thought I felt a shift in her, but I didn’t trust my 
perception. The distance between us was too great. 

“She wants to know why I left school, right?” Lauren said. “Of course 
she does. Tell her I left because I just didn’t give a shit. I found out that 
I don’t care about anything.” 

For some reason, one of Abigail’s mantras came to my mind. 

“Why can’t you just fix it?” I said. “You could go back.” 

Lauren stared at me. Then she smiled, and my heart caught—did she 
mean it?—no, she was mocking me. 

“Why would I ever want to?” she said. 


I drove back to the hotel with all the windows rolled up, the radio off. It 
took some effort not to dwell on how horrible I felt. There was no 


resolution or sense of accomplishment. I just missed her. I had the urge to 
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sink into the weird claustrophobia of my loneliness, which was why I 
didn’t open the windows or let the radio offer a distraction. I guess 
missing Lauren was the only way I could be with her now. 

Lauren had made Becca sound like some kind of mastermind. I couldn’t 
imagine Becca with so much power over Lauren. There was no way she 
could have written the Last Man Letters. Really, there was no reason for 
me to believe anything Lauren said. 

But some of it made sense. Becca had claimed she didn’t want to talk 
about Lauren, but our conversations often revolved around her. Becca 
didn’t want me to meet with Lauren at first—was she worried that I’d 
find out the truth? But when I had new information, Becca was hungry 
for it, she’d been the one to encourage me to go back when my first 
attempt at Blue Mug failed. And even in our last meeting, Becca said, 
Don’t tell her I said hi. Y'd taken it as a joke. But was it possible that Becca 
knew it was a bad idea to mention her name? 

By the time I got back to the hotel, I’d had a change of heart. It didn’t 
matter what Lauren said about Becca. Seeing Lauren had obviously been 
a mistake. I kept telling myself that when her face creeped into my 
mind—innocently sipping on her drink as she denied everything, 
leering at me in front of her house. I’d underestimated the effect she’d 
have on me. 

Because she had to be lying. My memories of that time, not to mention 
all I’d discussed with Becca since I arrived, proved that Lauren was lying. 
Something important had happened between the three of us. Lauren was 
the center of it. She was the reason I was here at all. 1 wrote to Becca even 
though it was pretty late. 


I did it. I said. I know you're probably asleep. I'll tell you tomorrow. I 
can come over! 


My phone was only on the nightstand for a couple of seconds before it 
buzzed. 


I'm here!! Becca said. Omg, please tell me a little bit before tomorrow! 
but yeah anytime tomorrow is good! 
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Why was Becca awake? She had no reason to be. And she was always 
available, wasn’t she? Any time of day, under the shortest notice, 
whenever I asked. I couldn’t deny the little stain of suspicion I held 
against her now. It was the suspicion that made me lie. 


It went great! I said. Really, really good. I’m pretty tired so can’t talk 
now but I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. 


Can’t wait, Becca said. Good night :) 


I didn’t respond. I felt on edge. The Virtue Circle was no solace. No one’s 
comments or stories resonated with me and I didn’t want to talk to any of 
the Circlers. I knew what I really wanted, but it was impossible to get: 
Abigail’s feedback. I wanted her to write me something, in her exciting, 
sophisticated tone, that would make me feel better about Lauren. She was 
still absent from all threads on The Virtue Circle and had ignored both my 
messages. I didn’t understand. What had I done wrong? 

Why did I assume I’d done something wrong, anyway? She was 
probably overloaded with people who needed help. It wasn’t like my 
messages had contained anything urgent. If my circumstance was dire 
enough, she surely would have written back, at least to assure me that 
she'd seen it. 

The fallout of my meeting with Lauren was an entirely new 
conversation. I definitely would have written to Abigail about it if those 
previous messages didn’t exist. In this new light, my earlier messages 
didn’t seem so weighty or consequential, and sending a third message 
didn’t feel inappropriate. 


Hi Abigail, 


Sorry to send you another message, but | met with Amanda, and 
| need some advice. 


It was an FC, | guess. She just shut me down. Maybe I'm asking 
for help dealing with an FC? | didn’t expect it to feel this bad. 
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Do you know what | mean? Has that ever happened to a Circler 
before? Sorry for not really being specific but |’d love to hear 
what you think. 


Sunday 


The next morning I checked my work email. This was not a great way to 
start the day. 

The email I got from my manager fired me, effective immediately. All 
the HR people were CC’d. There was a long list of reasons, mostly 
summarizing the ways I had failed to communicate about my situation. I 
was ignoring phone calls and emails, I was not being forthcoming or 
doing anything to assist in the complications caused by my sudden 
absence. Something written in a lot of legalese about how I need to be 
communicative within a certain threshold of reason for the company to 
accommodate my leave, no matter how personal or how serious the 
circumstance. 

I guess all that was true. I didn’t mention the phone calls or emails I was 
getting from work very much. They didn’t seem worth mentioning. I 
didn’t respond to them and I didn’t care. So I probably deserved to be 
fired. To be honest it was kind of a relief, because I wouldn’t have to quit. 
My initial sinking-feeling reaction to the news was replaced quickly with 
a floating sense of new freedom. There was a plus side to this string of 
negative consequences. I didn’t have a job, I nearly didn’t have a 
boyfriend. There was nothing tying me anywhere. I could do whatever I 
wanted. 

And what I wanted most was to see Becca. 

Right? 

It would have been, just twenty-four hours ago. But now I had doubts. 

Becca was waiting for me outside, she waved as I pulled up. Her 
anxious anticipation for my arrival now felt at best excessive and at worst 
an act. 

She ushered me inside, hurried me up the stairs. She sat me down on 
the stool next to the window, offered me a glass of water. All of these little 
gestures made me fiercely suspicious. 
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“Okay, tell me everything!” Becca said, sitting down in the computer 
chair she’d wheeled from her bedroom. She narrowed her eyes at me, 
grinning. “You okay?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. 

“So what happened? You said it was great!” 

“It was. She said she was sorry for everything. Of course I apologized, too.” 

“Did she say anything about school? Or why she’s back in Someplace?” 

“She’s only taking a short break from school. She’s going back in the fall.” 

“Is she living at home?” 

“Yeah,” I said. 

“Wow,” said Becca, shaking her head, with that tone of disbelief you 
acquire when you're gossiping. “I can’t believe it.” 

Didn’t Becca say that everyone who did well at Graceler struggled after 
high school? Why was she suddenly so surprised? 

I had decided the night before that I wasn’t going to bring up Lauren’s 
story with Becca. But now that she was facing me, and acting so innocent, 
I bristled against the idea of her getting away with lying to me. 

“She did say some other stuff though,” I said vaguely. 

“Like what?” Becca said. 

“It’s pretty funny. She said you hated me.” 

“Ha!” Her short, sarcastic laugh had just enough force behind it to 
kindle my doubt. “Why would I hate you?” 

“I know, it was the weirdest thing,” I said. “She said you were obsessed 
with her.” 

Becca rolled her eyes. “She thought everyone was obsessed with her.” 

She was relieved. I could tell. This made me angrier, because she 
thought she was safe. Did I think she was guilty of some strange crime 
Lauren accused her of, an accusation I still didn’t really understand? I 
didn’t know. But I wasn’t going to be made a fool. 

“She said you were trying to get Harris expelled so she could be rank 1.” 

“That's hilarious. Why would I care about that?” 

“I know, right? She said you got mad about their relationship and that 
you were going to tell her dad. But I know you wouldn't have done that 
to her.” 

“Of course not,” Becca said. 

“That’s what I thought,” Isaid. “The rest doesn’t matter, then. It’s so dumb.” 

“What else did she say?” said Becca. 
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I could see the tension in Becca’s shoulders, in the way she was holding 
her hands together. 

“She said you wrote the Last Man Letters. I don’t even know.” I 
watched her. “I mean, it all sounds crazy to me.” 

The apartment was still and silent, as if someone had pressed pause on 
us. Becca touched the edge of her glass of water, like she was going to pick 
it up, but then leaned back into her chair. She shook her head. 

“Why do you even care?” she said quietly. The pause was over, and it 
was already going too fast. 

“Are you serious?” I said. 

“None of this matters. It was years ago. We were kids.” 

“Are you serious?” I repeated. “You lied to me?” 

“You lie all the time,” said Becca. “You think I don’t notice? You’re 
doing it right now. I bet Lauren didn’t even apologize. I bet she didn’t 
say half the stuff you just told me. I bet you didn’t even talk to her.” 

My chest tightened. I had a thought of Becca as a member of The Virtue 
Circle, that somehow she’d known everything from the beginning. I had 
a thought that Abigail was somehow Becca in disguise. But that was 
insane. 

“Did you lie about Harris, too? Back then?” I said. “Why?” 

Id seen Becca build the expressionless wall over her face many times. 
But never had the wall seemed so impenetrable as it was now. 

“None of it matters anymore,” she said. 

“Tt matters to me,” I said. “I need to understand.” 

“What don’t you understand? You humiliated her,” Becca said. “People 
said horrible things about her after you called Harris out. From the 
beginning I told her not to trust you.” 

“You let Harris get blamed for being the Last Man.” 

“Harris was gross. It wasn’t fair, after everything Lauren did, for him to 
get what she earned.” 

“Juliet Miller left school because of those letters. Everyone was scared.” 

I was scared, | thought. 

“Don’t get all morally superior now. You never cared about anyone. You 
were too distracted being jealous of Lauren and your stupid crush on a 
creepy teacher.” 

“It wasn’t a crush.” 

"You told me yourself.” 
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“It wasn’t a crush,” I repeated. “It was more than a crush.” 

Becca rolled her eyes. 

“You don’t know anything about him,” I said. 

“You still don’t get what he was doing?” 

“Tt wasn’t like that.” 

“You know what he did to Lauren.” 

“He didn’t do anything to Lauren.” 

“He was gross and you know it.” 

Becca paused. She looked at me with the closest thing I’d ever seen to 
genuine anger in her. 

“She could be so naive sometimes. I think getting whatever you want 
makes you naive. I just tried to protect her.” She glowered at me. “From 
you, obviously. And from Harris. And then from Simon Barnes. But after 
the fake confession, she just... left. She was gone. I thought she was upset 
about Harris. I thought she was mad at you. But she didn't want to see me, 
she didn’t...” 

“She said Simon made her life hell because of your letters.” 

Some emotion flashed across Becca’s face. 

“What?” she said. 

“He thought Lauren was writing them.” 

Becca was quiet for several seconds. “I was trying to help. If she could 
have just let me explain that... He had to be held accountable somehow. 
For giving her the B. He doctored that, obviously. And for everything 
else.” 

I thought that her mask might disappear. But her expression hardened 
once again. 

“You know what? I moved on from all this stuff. I really did. But then I 
got dumped, and quit my job, and you showed up. And you said that 
you'd never had friends like us since. I’m not an idiot. I knew you meant 
her. But I get it. I’ve never had another friend like her either.” 

I thought about Becca and Lauren. I tried to remember. I tried to think 
of any moment, any evidence of the depth Becca was implying in their 
relationship, any clue that connected Becca to the Last Man Letters, but I 
couldn’t find a thing. Had I really been so far away? So far that I couldn’t 
have caught a glimpse of what was happening: that the dyad was theirs, 
and I was the outsider? 
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And Simon? Something about Simon that I couldn’t touch yet. 
Something I was supposed to know about Simon. Simon and Lauren. 

“I really don’t care,” I said. “I only came here, I only even found you, 
because I wanted to change my life. All I had to do was apologize to you. 
That’s all. Then the circle would be closed.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I was never going to live with you. I had to close the circles so I could 
move on. You and Lauren and Simon. Now that I did that, it’s over.” 

“What?” Becca said. Her face had changed again, and I hated this one 
even more, because it looked like some kind of pity. 

“I might as well leave.” 

I stood up. She leaned forward from the chair and grabbed my elbow. I 
wrenched my arm away from her; she had this sad and sympathetic look 
on her face. It was gross. 

“I don’t know what's going on with you,” Becca said. “But trust me, I 
get it. You don’t have to go.” 

Becca was never able to hold her own in a fight. She was pathetic. Even 
if she’d once fantasized about slicing my head open, imagined breaking 
my bones and bringing me to my knees, terrified me with those threats so 
that I couldn’t sleep—she was still pathetic. 

“Fuck off,” I said. I didn’t look behind me as I went toward the door. 
Becca’s cat had come to greet us and my sudden movement sent it 
running startled into the bedroom. I didn’t even know the cat’s name. I 
wasn’t losing much. I wasn’t losing anything, really. 


Driving back to the hotel, it occurred to me that I didn’t have any reason 
to stay. As I walked by the clerk I had the impulse to check out 
immediately. But I also didn’t have anywhere to go. 

I went up to my room. I got in bed, and Becca and Lauren were there in 
my mind, they wouldn’t leave me alone. They'd shared so little with me. 
I had been nothing but an obstacle. Someone to be strategized around. I 
felt a childish rage at this childish injustice. Why hadn’t they trusted me? 
I could have been trustworthy. I could have been a good friend. 

Eventually I fell asleep and woke up as the sun was setting. The reality 
of my situation came back to me slowly. I checked The Virtue Circle, but 
there was nothing from Abigail. I was moving automatically, the habitual 
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action I’d developed of checking my email on my phone, and my luck 
turned. 

My hands began to shake. How embarrassing. I clicked on the unread 
email. 


Cara. Wow. It’s been a long time. I’ve been out of town a couple days but 
I'll be back in Someplace tomorrow. We could meet up then. It would be 
nice to see you. 


- Simon 


The thoughts came down on me, torrential, and drowned the memories 
of my failures. Did he really want to see me? If he didn’t, why would he 
suggest so soon a day? I’d broken so many of The Virtue Circle rules 
now, somehow sabotaged my closures. I couldn’t seriously expect to 
succeed now. 

But I began to wonder if that mattered. Clearly Lauren and Becca were 
entwined in ways I’d never understood, in ways they purposely excluded 
me from. Maybe that corrupted my circles from the start, maybe 
recognizing their duplicitous natures was the only closure I needed—I 
just hadn’t felt the positive effects yet. 

Which left Simon as the only genuine Open circle that remained. 
Because it wasn’t like Becca said. Her skepticism made my conviction 
stronger. I called myself preoccupied. I called him tactful and forgiving. 
But it was more than that. He did care for me. He did. Even at our worst 
moments I know he did. 

It was my fault, in the end, that I never got to hear him say it. 


* 


In the second semester of my senior year, I’d stopped trying to uncover 
the secret between Lauren and Harris because Becca threatened me about 
Simon. Even though I denied everything, Becca’s threat did lend 
credibility to a certain interpretation of what was happening between 
Simon and I. The only result of her threat was that I began to look even 
more closely for evidence that Becca had any threat to make. 

I took more risks to get that evidence. I walked the thin line between his 
favor and his frustration with the smallest possible actions—well-timed 
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eye contact, intentional little smiles when I knew he was watching me. I 
guess I enjoyed how simple it was for me to disturb him. I liked having an 
influence on his behavior. But now I think it was just a shield, a way to 
deflect the influence he had on me. Because that’s not how you should 
treat people you care about. And I did care about him. 

On the last day we spoke, I’d been looking for him. I found him in the 
parking lot, which was mostly empty, putting something into his car. 
Looking back on my audacity still fills me with shame. 

“Simon, there you are. What are you doing? Take a walk with me.” 

He had a dark look on his face. I should have left him alone. But I also 
can’t pretend that I wasn’t conscious of the danger, that I wasn’t intending 
to push his limits once again. 

“I don’t know why you think I’ll do whatever you want,” he said. 

“Because you always do,” I said. 

He gave no clear reaction. 

“Shouldn’t you go be with the other kids?” he said. “I don’t think 
students are allowed in this parking lot.” 

It was his coldness that hurt me. I hated how effortlessly he could strip 
away my confidence, I hated it when my attempts to control him seemed 
futile. All he had to do was make one comment like that and I was at the 
mercy of his forgiveness. Was he only allowing me an illusion of 
influence? The thought of that made me angry. But I also didn’t quite 
accept that version of the story—it was at least partially a bluff. I knew I 
could make him feel as weak as I did. Only worse. I’d make it worse. 

“You’re an asshole sometimes,” I said. 

“You shouldn’t call me that,” he said. 

“You shouldn’t let us call you Simon,” I said. 

He bristled. “And why’s that?” 

“People might get the wrong idea.” 

“I think you’re the only one who gets the wrong idea, Cara.” 

And suddenly the game was over. Or, rather, there was a looming 
coherence for me: I was the only player. I had always been the only player. 
That final shame was unlike all the others. I don’t even think I blushed. I 
don’t remember walking away from him—one of the few moments I’ve 
forgotten. 
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Of course, Simon was by the double doors in front of the cafeteria the 
next day. To apologize, like always. I ignored him. Eventually he 
stopped waiting. 

At the time, what he’d said to me in the parking lot was the final answer 
I could accept. He didn’t want to see me. He didn’t think of me. I felt 
pretty stupid for ever believing he cared about me. But of course, I knew 
it wasn’t quite that simple. He’d been waiting after all. I saw his face in 
passing as the final weeks ended. He didn’t seem normal. He seemed 
miserable. 

I’m not proud of it now. I wanted to know what he was thinking. I also 
wanted to apologize. I was starting to wonder if his rejection had only 
been a defensive impulse against my constant attempts to find his 
breaking point. And really, it was such a small thing. Could it all end over 
something so small? But I couldn't do it, I couldn’t risk that feeling of 
shame again. And since I had nothing to lose—Becca couldn’t threaten 
me anymore—I confronted Harris White about Lauren. 

I reread Simon’s message a few times. All I could do was be grateful that 
I’d been given another chance. I'd been so close to giving up. 


Sorry I missed your email. I can still meet. Tomorrow if you’re around. 
When? Where? Let me know, I’m pretty open. 


When I went into my thread to update about Simon, I saw that 
InLoveMaybe’s thread had jumped to the top of the forum. She’d written 
a post. 


Hi everyone, 

| thought about not responding at all to this. Just letting it fall to 
the bottom of the forum and die or whatever. But | felt like | had 
to, if for no other reason than as a warning, | guess. 

| never should have done my circle with M. Everything started out 


okay, | thought we were being productive. Maybe it’s my fault for 
thinking that. But we still barely understood each other. And it 
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ended so badly, again, and I’m so confused, | don’t even know 
what | wanted out of this. It was almost worse than the first time. 


| guess it just makes me wonder about the rest of you. How many 
of you are actually trying to close your circles? | was just like you 
until now. | used to give advice all the time, but I'd never done it. 
Now | feel like this one circle of mine isn’t the only mistake. | 
wonder how many other people failed and felt like | did. | know 
it's happened, but we don’t talk about it that much. We only focus 
on the CIPs and the CCs. But | just wonder. If the Virtue Circle is 
a circle... | mean... it's a metaphor, but if it's a circle, doesn't that 
mean that we're all just ending up where we started? Or like, that 
we're stuck IN THE CIRCLE? Is there an explanation in the 
guidelines for this? 


The responses had begun to flood in. 


Lol, really? You throw a whole bitchfit about telling us this guy's 
name and now you're saying VC is the problem? 


NOW | see why she didn’t tell us anything. 

Of course, lol, honestly should have seen this coming 
Classic GTC 

Over her tbh~ 


Even though I’d been rooting for InLoveMaybe, I wasn’t convinced about 
her message. The Circlers had a point, but even outside of that, I was 
doubting the legitimacy of her Open altogether. The scant information 
she’d given us about him didn’t indicate how they’d left things. Without 
those details, how could we know for sure? And why had she hidden 
them from us to begin with? Maybe she’d left her story vague because she 
didn’t want to tell us the truth, because the truth would prove that the 
Open was flawed. 


— 160 — 


— mariah eppes — 


Either way, I decided to close the thread without updating. I didn’t 
really care what the Circlers had to say about Simon. 


Monday 


All the signs were pointing me here. The more closely I analyzed my 
experiences with Lauren and Becca over the last several days, the more I 
could see that I had been chasing ghosts. They were clearly toxic people 
who had many more Open circles than I ever did. There was no need for 
me to get involved in their problems anymore. 

I’d done all I needed to do. Only one task remained. 

Simon and I were meeting at a diner near Graceler. He took me there 
years ago, one rainy morning, and I remember being late to my first 
period. I wondered if he chose it to remind me of that day. 

I arrived early, went inside and got a booth by the window. I felt brave 
and grounded. My heart slowed to a regular rhythm. I was almost casual 
as I looked out the window, as I ordered coffee, as I told the waitress I was 
expecting someone. 

In an instant just like all the others before it, I glanced up at the entrance 
and saw him there. I’d imagined him across the street in New York, at my 
grocery store, driving in the car next to me—and here he was. He saw me 
in the same moment, gestured to the hostess to say he wouldn’t need to 
be seated, and came over to the booth. 

He was losing his hair. I studied him as he came closer, looking for 
familiar things. He was wearing a T-shirt and jeans, strangely jarring as I 
realized I’d only ever seen him dressed up for work. He could have been 
anybody, dressed like he was now. He sat down across from me and laced 
his fingers together. 

“Hi Cara,” he said. 

“Hi Simon,” I said. 

The waitress bombarded us. “More coffee?” she said. “Anything for 
you, sir?” 

“Sure,” I said. 

“Coffee’s good,” said Simon. 

“Just that?” 

“Just that,” said Simon. 
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She went away. Simon shifted, unlaced his fingers, folded his arms. He 
was different. Agitated. In my memory, he had this ease of being, he was 
sure of himself. 

“Here you are,” he said. 

“Yeah,” I said. I had a little itch of dread. I wanted him to be like I 
remembered, how the others used to criticize him—pretentious and smug. 

“How are you—?” he began. 

The waitress returned, dropped a mug in front of Simon and filled it 
from the coffee pot dangling from two of her fingers. She turned her 
whole body to the side to refill mine. Simon looked down, at nothing. 

“Anything to eat?” she said. 

“No,” he said. 

“No, thanks,” I said. 

“How are you?” he said, again, when the waitress left. 

“Good,” I said. “In town for a few days.” 

“What brings you?” 

“Just visiting.” 

“That’s good,” he said. He drank none of the coffee. Did we really have 
so little to say to each other? How was that possible? 

“Actually, I came here to see you,” I said. 

It wasn’t really a lie. 

“You did?” he said. He loosened his folded arms, seemed to emerge 
slightly from whatever protective bubble he was hiding in. I felt a sliver 
of blame against him. If he’d only act better, more like himself, I wouldn’t 
have to be so ungracefully direct. 

“Yes,” I said. 

“Why?” 

“You know.” 

Simon shrugged, but with a small ironic smile that was more like him. I 
was relieved, it alleviated the irritating shred of doubt that was pricking 
at me. I couldn’t wonder whether what I’d said was appropriate or not, 
because it had worked. I'd only said it because I didn’t want him to feel 
bad. He should know that I wanted to be here with him. 

“I really don’t,” he said, but it was a joke. I could tell. I was good at 
reading him. 

“Fine,” I said. “Then nevermind. How are you?” 

“Okay.” 
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“How’s Graceler?” 

“Fine. The same.” 

His coffee remained untouched. 

“Are you gonna drink that?” I said. 

“Not thirsty,” he said. 

“I came to see you because I wanted to talk about what happened 
between us.” 

“I know,” he said. 

“39?” 

“What do you want me to say?” He did his best to sound exasperated, 
but I didn’t believe it. 

“Whatever you feel like saying,” I said. 

He put his chin in his hand, curled his fingers over his mouth. 

“No one could piss me off like you could,” he said. 

We laughed. 

“So it was all in my head?” I said. “You meant it when you said you 
didn’t want to see me?” 

“I never said I didn't want to see you,” Simon said. Just a touch defensively. 

“But that was what you meant.” 

“I had to do something,” he said. “I couldn’t let you...” He paused. 
“Stop looking at me like that,” he said. 

“I’m not,” I said, putting my hands up in feigned denial. It was like 
we were playing two games, having two conversations: the one that 
kept us talking, and the other one. The one we both could see beginning. 

“Of course it wasn’t in your head, Cara.” 

“I was right,” I said. 

“Yes,” Simon said. “Happy?” 

“There’s something else.” 

“What?” he said. 

“I don’t think you would have agreed to meet if you didn’t want to tell 
me. You could have just said no.” 

Simon laughed. “That’s true, I could have said no.” He shook his head 
at me, he was grinning. I wanted to touch his hand. His fingertips were 
grazing the side of the mug. “I could have said no.” 

I didn’t have any coffee left. The waitress hadn’t been by in a while. I 
was at a loss. I had confirmation from Simon, but ultimately, it was 
confirmation of a truth I already knew. I’d always known. 
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“You remember that the food sucks here, right?” Simon said. 

“Yeah,” I said. 

“Want to eat somewhere else?” he said. 

“Sure,” I said. 

“Good,” said Simon. He was already reaching into his pocket and 
putting cash down on the table. “I'll drive.” 


So what happened after that? Simon drove us to another restaurant, I 
abandoned my car in the parking lot at the diner. The restaurant was a 
much nicer place in a nearby town. When the hostess asked if we wanted 
to sit outside, Simon said no. I realized then what was happening: Simon 
took us out of Someplace on purpose so we could talk more privately. I 
was honestly a little giddy. We went to a secluded table at the back of the 
restaurant. 

“We were different together,” he said once we sat down, once the waiter 
had taken our orders. 

“Why?” I said. 

“T don’t know. But I liked you.” 

“Why?” 

“You weren’t like other people.” 

My heart was pounding. “When did you know?” 

“Immediately.” 

“Then why did we fight?” 

“T was worried.” 

“About what?” 

“I cared too much,” he said. “What's wrong?” 

“Nothing,” I said, but as I spoke I realized that something was wrong. 
He was saying all the things I’d imagined him saying, I could hardly 
believe how he seemed to lift the words straight from my fantasies. But 
my heart kept pounding. Because that was just it. I didn’t believe him. 

“What's your middle name?” I said. 

“What? Why?” 

“Tjust want to know.” 

Simon narrowed his eyes and grinned at me, as if it were just another 
tease, keeping up the volley. I could let him believe that. I’d prefer that to 
revealing the intense compulsion I had to know something new about 
him. I wanted to know until there was nothing else to know. I wanted to 
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be able to look at Simon and see everything—all the folds of his character, 
all the corners he covered, the secret things that would transform him 
from a man into a man I knew better than anyone. I couldn’t run out of 
questions. 


Where did you grow up? 

Do you have siblings? Are you close? 

What did you want to be when you grew up? 
What's your favorite movie? 

What kind of music do you like? 

What was the proudest moment in your life? 
What was your biggest disappointment? 

What’s one thing you want to do before you die? 
Are you happy? 


Everything I asked, he told me. He wasn’t guarded the way Lauren and 
Becca had been. This was a relief to my nerves and I began to feel calmer. 
It felt good to know that I didn’t need guidelines for this conversation. I 
didn’t need to watch and listen for signs of failure. I couldn’t fail with 
Simon, I was beginning to see. He wanted to share these things with me. 

“Do you have a girlfriend?” I said. 

“I dated someone for a while.” 

“Tell me about her.” 

And he did. 

“Did you love her?” 

“T don’t know.” 

“Then why were you with her?” 

He grinned, still under the impression that I was performing an unsubtle 
kind of flirtation. “I don’t know,” he said. “Your turn. Boyfriend?” 

I had the urge to lie. But somehow I knew I couldn’t trust the feeling 
that lying would give me what I wanted. 

“Yes,” I said. 

“Serious?” 

“We live together.” 

He shifted. “So it’s going well?” 

“Didn't say that.” 
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He didn’t ask me anything else. Inevitably, the conversation slowed, it 
was coming to an end. I wanted to resist, I didn’t want it to be over. Not 
again. It wasn’t enough. This was more than stupid dreams I had, more 
than a stupid website, so much more than moving on. 

“We could take a walk in the park,” I said. 

He was laughing. 

“We could have dinner later,” I said. “Then we could have a drink after.” 

He stopped laughing. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” he said. 

The dread pinched at me again. 

“Why wouldn’t it be?” I said. 


So we walked in the park. We had dinner together. And we had a drink 
after. We got my car from the diner and I followed him back to his house. 
In all the dreams I'd had of him, I’d never imagined him living in a house. 
He put out two wine glasses and filled them. In my distraction I stumbled 
on the rug in front of the sink, threw out my arm to catch myself on the 
counter. One of the wine glasses wobbled. Simon reached behind me and 
steadied the glass before it fell. 

“Careful,” he said. I didn’t want to be careful. I moved just an inch 
forward—he was already so close—and pressed myself against him, his 
hand went from the glass on the counter to my back, his arm circled my 
waist and tightened there. 

“Can I ask you something?” I said. 

“Of course.” 

“It’s so dumb.” I paused. “When I was at Graceler. Did you... say 
something bad to Lauren Sullivan?” 

He raised an eyebrow. “Who?” he said. 

The fingers of his other hand crept over my collarbone, up my neck, 
down my jaw. I watched his eyes following along. I wondered what his 
memories of me were like and how often he’d recalled them. 

“Ha. I guess that’s my answer.” 

“I have a question too,” he said. “Do you actually want this?” 

“What?” I said. 

“T have to ask. Or else I’m the bad guy.” 

“There’s no bad guy. There’s no good guy, there isn’t—” 

The pleasant headiness of the moment was suddenly sucked out. Now 
I was just a person, standing in a kitchen, with some man’s arms around 
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me. He raised a finger to my lips but I didn't like that either. It was the 
opposite of what he'd just said, too much like a textbook romantic gesture, 
to be the way I wanted it to be. 

“I just have to ask,” he said. 

I wanted to enjoy this. I had worked so hard to get here. I quieted the 
questions in my mind so that I could enjoy it. I focused instead on when 
he would kiss me, and thought about how few people I’d ever kissed. 
Just Travis and a handful of other guys from my first years in college. 
Honestly, I never really enjoyed kissing. I found it difficult to let go the 
way you needed to let go to really enjoy kissing. But I knew I could enjoy 
kissing Simon. After all this time, how couldn't I? 


Tuesday 


My hands were unsteady. I squeezed my fingers around the steering 
wheel until they were numb. My palms were sweaty and slipping when I 
turned the car. My teeth were chattering, but it wasn’t cold. I clenched my 
jaw and stopped them. 

It was early in the morning. The sky was pale and the sun was wan, as 
if it had arrived too soon. There weren’t many people on the road. I kept 
looking through my rearview mirror. No one was following me. 

Where there had been an itch there was now a fire, a fast-burning 
destructive dread. Ignited the instant I woke up at Simon’s house, it 
fueled my silent escape, but it kept burning and burning, and I was 
exhausted. Bereft of feeling. Like I had lost something. 

I left without saying goodbye. I guess I felt guilty about that. But it 
wasn’t as if I could be there when he woke up. Everything was different 
now. With a slow, horrible understanding I had realized that I didn’t 
want to stay with Simon. The sensation of loss was too great. 

And the memories—they were so new, and yet already memories—hurt 
me the most. 

I drove back to the hotel, took a scalding shower, and packed all of my 
things. I didn’t know what to do next, but I couldn’t stay there. I checked 
out and drove to Philadelphia, returned the rental car, and within two 
hours I was collapsed on one of the wooden benches in the waiting area, 
under the cavernous ceiling at 30th Street Station. I was in front of Faber 
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News. I looked at the various displayed newspapers and saw the date, 
had a moment of dizziness when I saw how many days it had been since 
I paid attention to what day it was. 

What now? What do I do? These small but shrieking panicked voices in 
my head were waiting for my decision, pushing around those pointless 
questions, What now?, intermingling them with scenes coming back to me 
from yesterday and all the days before. Making dinner with Becca at her 
apartment, Lauren chewing on the straw of her drink, locking me in the 
car with her. 

And Simon. Leaning over me again, and I couldn’t look at him, couldn’t 
bear to be so near the sweat I saw on his chest and face. I watched a drop 
of it separate from the skin just below his sternum and land on my 
stomach. When he wasn’t giving himself to me he was just a stranger, a 
stranger whose skin was sticking to my own. I hated the feeling that he 
was clinging to me and felt furious at my hatred. Why couldn’t I just be 
happy? His hands surprised me, suddenly hot on either side of my face, 
or else I might have gagged. His eyes were wet and he whispered. 

“You were so beautiful. How could I not love you? There was never 
anyone like you. I loved you. No one else compared.” 

There seemed to be another part of me that spoke. “Else?” it said. 

“They never compared.” 

“Who else?” 

“Tt doesn’t matter.” 

“At Graceler?” 

And that old familiar darkness fell across his face. 

“Never like you,” he said. 

The loss inside me was like grief. What now? What have I done? I never 
knew how deeply I’d loved those memories of Simon and I at Graceler, 
how I'd protected and clung to them for evidence of something all these 
years. I didn’t know anymore what they were supposed to prove. I 
couldn’t keep them, I couldn’t use them. Not now that they competed in 
my mind with his kitchen countertops, long talks over dinner and drinks 
he bought for me, fingers along my collarbone, and knowing—I couldn’t 
stand to imagine it. That there were others. Other girls like me at Graceler 
who thought he loved them. 

And Lauren. What happened between Lauren and Simon? I would 
never know. I never predicted how thin my moments with him could 
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become, how they could be evaporated by a single word. Else. Anyone 
else made it worthless. Anyone else ensured that I was nothing; less than 
nothing now. 

I thought of InLoveMaybe. Her warning had the quality of a 
premonition. Her confusion and regret matched what I was feeling in 
the haze of meeting Simon. As the haze burned off, as clarity began to 
settle over me, I realized how similarly I’d felt after Lauren—silly, 
confused, wanting. 

Even Becca. I was furious with her, more angry than I'd ever been when 
I knew her years ago. And then there was this emptiness after leaving her, 
a hollow feeling that I’d ignored. At the end she told me I could stay with 
her, but I distrusted it. I distrusted everything. I distrusted everyone. 

I was beginning to distrust The Virtue Circle too. How else this could 
have gone? I saw no other outcome. I had spent days and days speculating 
with the Circlers about Becca and Lauren, only to discover that whatever 
happened between them never had anything to do with me. 

Like InLoveMaybe said: were people actually trying to close their 
circles? There were plenty of stories—fallen dead to the bottom of the 
forum—to corroborate the possibility that there were more failures than 
we thought. The Circlers had come after InLoveMaybe with a vengeance 
when she questioned The Virtue Circle method. They'd certainly do the 
same to me if I wrote about my experience. They countered anyone who 
hesitated with a kind of hopeful pressure. Giving up was not tolerated. 
When InLoveMaybe gave up, they blamed her. Who were all the 
anonymous people pushing those who failed to keep going, to try again, 
to go back to the guidelines? Only one of them had a name. 

Who was Abigail Wallace? Where was Abigail Wallace? She’d 
vanished from the site days ago and never responded to my messages. 

I wrote to her again. 


I'm sure you haven't answered my messages because you're just 
swamped with Circlers needing help. Seems like people need a 
lot of help. Maybe there's a reason. 


Is it even possible to achieve a Virtue Circle? I’m starting to think 
you can’t. And | think you know that, but you keep this whole 
thing going anyway. 
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Can you at least tell me if I’m right, if you’re not gonna respond 
about anything else? 


For the first time that day, I was hungry. I bought a bagel at a cafe in the 
station. Before my mind could drift back to the night before, I tried to 
think of other things, but the only thought I could latch onto was what I 
was going to do after this. How could I go back to New Jersey? Where was 
I going to live? What would I even say to Travis? I refreshed The Virtue 
Circle. Nothing. 

So I decided to see if there was anything else I could find out about Abigail. 

There were many Abigail Wallaces in the world, according to the 
internet. There were ancestry records and obituaries. There was a doctor 
named Abigail Wallace in Chicago. A wedding registry; an Abigail 
Wallace who played soccer for Louisiana State University. I sifted 
through the results until I found an old Facebook account that had been 
stripped of most of its information. There was no profile picture, and any 
posts had been deleted, but the short description said Abigail Wallace, 
founder of TheVirtueCircle.com. In the extended bio, I found a location. I 
don’t want to say where. I'll call it Nowhere, Massachusetts. 

I searched Abigail Wallace in Nowhere, Massachusetts. Eventually I 
got a hit on a directory called “People Search” or something like that. 
Abigail Wallace in Nowhere, Massachusetts. Nineteen years old. 

Nineteen years old? That couldn’t be right. There was a home address 
listed and three phone numbers, but they were blocked behind a paywall. 
I bought access to the site. Two of the lines were disconnected, one rang 
endlessly before I hung up. But there were two others listed under the 
same address: Eric Wallace and Leann Wallace, ages fifty-two and fifty- 
three. Could they be Abigail Wallace’s parents? 

I went back to The Virtue Circle to see if Abigail had ever posted other 
personal information on the forum. When I landed on the site, I saw the 
notification: there was a response in my messages. 


So you think you've figured something out? What's it matter 
anyway? It's not as if you’re the first person to ever say this to me. 
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But you're wrong, Katie. When | started, | was trying to help. | 
thought it was so sad that people were lost, when they still had 
years ahead of them. How could such young people be so 
miserable? It was depressing. It actually made me cry. 


| really saw these people, better than they saw themselves. They 
had all this hopelessness and nostalgia. | thought, why can’t this 
be solved? | thought, | can fix this! | can help! And then, if | help 
them, they can help each other, too. 


But people are so selfish. Selfish and lazy. They don’t want to do 
the work. After everything | did, they still break the rules. That's 
why everyone always fails. | tried to help, but | just proved the 
point. 


You should embrace your failure now. Sit and drink in the way 
your failure reveals who you are, and who you've always been. 
Reflect on whether you really deserve not to fail. It hurts me to 
say this, because | want to help. | keep trying. | hold hope in my 
heart that people will be better someday. But no Circler I’ve ever 
met deserves to win. 


My thumbs shook as I typed. 
You don't even care? You don’t care that | lost my job and my 
boyfriend and a ton of money? We are real people. | could 
screenshot this and put it all over the forum. 


Seven minutes later. 


Go ahead. Good luck convincing them. Everyone thinks their 
intentions are good. Everyone thinks they're the exception. 


She was right. Everyone on the site worshipped Abigail, they adopted her 
tone and encouraged each other by recycling her words. Every person 
who disagreed was dismissed as someone who didn’t understand or 
didn’t follow the rules correctly. It was their fault, not The Virtue Circle, if 
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they had bad experiences or if they hurt people. Everyone thought their 
intentions were good. And everyone thought they were the exception. 


But I was still furious. 


Don't think you're gonna get out of this you bitch. This is YOUR 
FAULT. 


I waited, but she didn’t reply. 


It’s amazing what you can find out with simple information like name 
and town. And address, of course. 

I bought a ticket for the next train to Boston, departing in thirty minutes. 
It was noon. I'd be in Boston by six that evening. Then what? What now? 
said the voice in my head. 

It was easy. Just like before. I’d get a hotel. Then I’d go to Nowhere, 
Massachusetts and find Abigail Wallace. I was already feeling better. I 
knew that I’d have to think about what happened here at some point. I’d 
have to remember these last two weeks. But not right now. 


It was almost like a fresh start. I booked an expensive room, but I just 
needed one night. I’d only been in Boston once before, on an ill-fated 
family vacation when I was a preteen, so the sights of the new city 
refreshed me. The sequence of practical tasks gave me confidence, similar 
to the freedom I felt when I first arrived in Someplace. Abigail didn’t 
respond to any more of my messages, even as I continued to threaten her. 
But that was okay. I could interrogate her in person, like she deserved. 
She would never expect it. 

I tried to take one of those luxurious baths, like the ones I’d enjoyed at 
the other hotel, but I was too restless. The room was too nice, too clean, 
the surfaces were too reflective. Simon, Lauren, Becca, Abigail. They 
swam around my head and kept me awake. For some reason I decided 
to read through all the texts I missed from Travis. They were variations 
of “Tell me what’s going on” and “Where are you,” in different degrees 
of empathy or anger. There was one that said, “Just tell me what I did 
wrong. I want to fix it. Tell me how to fix it.” A crushing weight 
descended on me as I recalled our simple life together; not quite shame, 
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not quite regret, but some strange concoction of feeling that made me 
never want to see him again. 


Wednesday 


The next morning I called a taxi and gave them the address I found online 
for Leann, Eric, and Abigail Wallace. It was a long drive through the 
suburbs of Boston, into the town of Nowhere. I watched the places 
passing through the window and felt good. I always felt good with a task 
in my future. Forty minutes later we were pulling into a polished 
neighborhood, beautifully manicured front lawns with huge green trees. 
Many of the homes had colorful gardens, flourishing in the summer. 
Obviously this was a neighborhood of wealthy people. The taxi was out 
of place. I saw some of the residents, jogging and walking dogs, taking 
second glances at us as we drove along looking for the house number. 

The taxi driver stopped abruptly in front of a gorgeous white Federal- 
style home with dark green shutters. I got out of the cab and he drove off, 
leaving me alone. I did not belong. There was a man at the house next 
door getting his mail, watching me. I went up to the front door quickly 
and rang the bell. 

There was no answer. I tried again after a few minutes, then knocked. 
Still nothing. 

It wasn’t fair. Why wouldn’t she see me? I knew she was there. I just knew. 

Someone was yelling. I glanced at the neighbor, he was stock-still on 
the stone path that led up to his house, staring at me. I realized I was the 
one yelling. 

“Answer the door, answer the door!” 

No one was home. The world seemed tilted and my feelings obscure. It 
was the familiar sense I had of being at a distance from myself, once a 
pleasant distraction from my job, a way to preserve a memory as it 
happened. But now I was reaching, grasping for myself or anyone else, 
and no one was reaching back. Would I have felt better if a woman I’d 
never met answered the door, wearing a white turtleneck and a cardigan 
in a soft, pleasing color? She’d have an encouraging, authoritative tone; 
how someone trustworthy would speak. She’d say that she was happy to 
see me, that she’d been waiting for me, and invite me inside. Maybe she 
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had a comfortable place for me to sit and rest, or lie down and even fall 
asleep for a while. That would be nice, I was so exhausted, and I could tell 
her what happened to me in the morning. Or perhaps if a nineteen-year- 
old girl stood there instead, chunky headphones around her neck and thin 
spaghetti strap tank top barely covering the fact that she was too thin? If 
she’d glared at me under heavily mascaraed eyelashes, demanded that I 
leave, threatened to call the cops? That would be okay too. At least I could 
have known, if this, if anything I’d done, had mattered at all. Maybe she’d 
smile at me and say that she understood. She might have even said she 
missed me—would I have felt better then? 

My phone buzzed in my pocket. 

It was Emily. 


Seriously Cara, are you okay? 
And I realized only when the water began to flood into my eyes that my 


shirt was sticking to my skin, my toes soaked inside my shoes. I didn’t 
notice before. It was raining. 
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